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ABSTRACT
The Free Methodist Understandings of Baptism
in the Light of John Wesley's Teachings
and the American Methodist Tradition
by
Real Gagne
Free Methodists lack unity on the subject of baptism.
This paper examines the Free Methodist understandings of
baptism and analyzes them in the light of John Wesley's
teachings and the American Methodist tradition.
The study begins by tracing the evolution of the doctrine
and practice of baptism from the beginnings of Free Methodism
through the present day. Then, in the next two chapters, the
doctrine and practice of baptism in John Wesley's teachings
and their development in American Methodist history are
examined, showing the major theological trends of the sacra
ment of baptism since Wesley. A final analysis of the Free
Methodist understandings of baptism follows. Its various
aspects of doctrine and practice are compared and contrasted
with Wesley's teachings and American Methodist views. The
different elements involved in the Free Methodist baptismal
theology are also noted.
First, this study finds that Free Methodism has very
little in common with Wesley's theology and practice of
baptism. The author's conclusion is that Free Methodism,
from the beginning, has departed from its Wesleyan heritage,
rejecting a sacramental ist understanding of baptism.
Second, most of the initial Free Methodist views on
baptism originated from theological developments in American
Methodism. The tendency to rid the liturgy of sacramental i st
views, the greater stress put on covenant theology, and the
concept which defines infant baptism as a mere dedication of
one's child to God, were already present in the American
Methodist baptismal theology.
Finally, Free Methodism has also moved away from the
theological developments of the main American Methodist body.
Today, theological syncretism between the Anglo-Cathol ic and
Anabaptist views of baptism characterizes the official
position of the Free Methodist Church. This conclusion is
based on the definite non-sacramental ist theology of the Free
Methodist Church, its greater emphasis on believer's baptism,
and the alternative between infant baptism and infant
dedication.
Based on this study the author concludes that the Free
Methodist Church has no choice but to keep its tolerant and
pluralistic stand on baptism.
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1CHAPTER 1
Introduction
It is a -Fact that the Methodist beliefs on the subject
of baptism lack unity. The British Methodist, J. Ernest
Rattenbury, in 1928 illustrated this reality when he
remarked, "The Methodist beliefs about baptism have always
been varied. They certainly are today." He illustrates
this: "I once heard baptism discussed at a gathering of
eight or nine Mesleyan ministers, and there were eight or
nine different doctrines pronounced at that meeting!"^
Free Methodism has not been exempt from this lack of unity,
and, as for Methodists in general, the issue of baptism is
a confused and confusing one.
Statement of the Problem
The situation, in fact, is even more problematic in the
Free Methodist Church. At least two factors demand special
consideration. First, what has characterized Free Methodism
throughout its entire history is the emphasis laid on the
Christian life rather than on doctrine. The major trend has
always been a unique concern with the realities of evangeli
cal experience, rather than with the problems of theological
reflection. The consequence is that many Free Methodist lay
people, and even pastors, have little theological under
standing of the meaning of baptism. Dr. Donald E. Demaray,
* J. Ernest Rattenbury, Wesley's Leaacv to the World
(Nashvilles Cokesbury Press, 1928), 193.
2a Free Methodist theologian, illustrates this reality when
he remarked! "Baptism is poorly understood by the typical
church members indeed, few clergymen understand its deeper
meanings.
The second factor baptism is problematic in the Free
Methodist Church today is that its members and pastors are
more influenced by the popular evangelical movement in
America�which is largely Anabaptist in its thinking�than
by its own Anglo-Catholic and Methodist roots. Two events
illustrate this phenomenon. First, during the last half
century a growing tendency among Free Methodists to argue
for the baptism of believers only has emerged. And second,
which is the corollary of the same tendency, there was the
introduction in the Book of Discipline, in 1974, of alter
nate form of the ritual for infants in which a dedication
and not a baptism could occur. The presence of both Anglo=
Catholic and Anabaptist elements in Free Methodism certainly
also reflects some ambiguity and confusion regarding the
Free Methodist doctrine of baptism.
Considering these facts, a study on the Free Methodist
understandings of baptism is relevant to clarify where the
Free Methodist Church stands today. The author wants to
make it clear at the outset that the present paper is not
written with any desire to revive a controversial issue.
Instead, the purpose of this study is to describe and
� Donald E. Demaray, The Minister's Ministry (Winona
Lake, Ind.s Light and Life Press, 1974), 11.
3analyze the Free Methodist understandings of baptism in
light of John Wesley's teachings and the American Methodist
tradition.
With regard to this stated purpose, this study will,
first, delineate the development and define the theology and
practice of baptism in Free Methodism. Then, John Wesley's
teachings on baptism will be examined in considering both
his High Churchmanship and his evangelical experience.
Likewise, the evolution of the theology and practice in
American Methodism will be examined. Finally, in light of
this research, a theological analysis of the Free Methodist
understandings of baptism will be made.
The author begins with the hypothesis that Free Method
ism has definitively departed from its Wesleyan heritage,
and in some degree from its Methodist roots. Free Methodism
inherited its initial view of baptism from nineteenth-century
American Methodism more than from Wesley himself; but,
through a movement that started at the grass roots level, it
has also moved away from the theological developments of the
main American Methodist body.
Review of the Related Literature
Recent historical and theological research on the
present subject may also help to understand the state of the
problem. The following section will review the most recent
literature on baptism <1> in Free Methodism, <2) in John
Wesley's teachings, and (3) in American Methodism.
4The Literature Related to Baptism
in Free Methodism
The only significant work related to baptism in Free
Methodism is Carroll Wesley King's Th.M. thesis, "Infant
Baptism in Biblical and Wesleyan theology."-' His work is a
solid biblical and theological research on the issue of infant
baptism. His ultimate purpose was to find out if infant
baptism is in harmony with the New Testament conception of
the essence and meaning of baptism. His conclusion is that
it is not clear if infant baptism is in harmony with the New
Testament conception of baptism, and he himself favors
believer's baptism.
King is one scholar who comes out essentially where the
Baptists stand on the issue of infant baptism. Nonetheless,
his study of John Wesley's baptismal views in relation to
infants, and of the development of the doctrine and practice
of infant baptism in Methodism and Free Methodism is objec
tive and unbiased. As a whole. King's thesis has been
commended for its thoughtfulness and spirit by some Free
Methodist leaders who are strong paedo-bapti sts.
King's thesis is only in part relevant to the present
study because it deals with infant baptism only, and because
only the second part of the work is within the scope of the
present research. In fact, only the last part of the sixth
� Carroll Wesley King, "Infant Baptism in Biblical and
Wesleyan theology" (Th.M. thesis, Asbury Theological Semi
nary, 1975) .
5chapter�which deals with infant baptism in Free Methodism�
really provides significant information on the Free Methodist
views of infant baptism,"* Although King does not provide
historical and theological perspectives on the issue of
baptism in general, his research brings a serious contri
bution to the present study.
King's thesis is the sole extended study on the theo
logy of baptism in Free Methodism. Only brief articles and
letters in Free Methodist publications, reports from the
Study Commission on Doctrine and Minutes from General
Conferences provide additional insight on the question.
The Literature Related to John
Weslev's Views on Baotism
Besides John Wesley's own writings, some secondary
sources contribute to understanding the baptismal theology
of Wesley. A twofold problem, however, arises with Wesley.
First, Wesley wrote very little on the subject of baptism.
And second, Wesley scholars do not agree on whether or not
he changed his mind in later years concerning the efficacy
of the sacrament of baptism. Tension between the sacra
mental ist and the evangelical Wesley has always existed
among scholars.
Concerning the state of recent research, a great variety
of interpretations persists, although, in general, a greater
regard has been given to the sacramental ist side of Wesley.
^ Ibid., 295-317.
6For example, an unpublished work that is worthy of mention
is a dissertation entitled "A Study in John Wesley's Doc
trine of Baptism in the Light of Current Interpretations,"
written by Chong Nahm Cho.* Cho affirms Wesley's belief in
baptismal regeneration. Yet, Cho argues that Wesley
differed from the traditional Anglican view in emphasizing
the necessity and importance of faith in relation to bap
tismal regeneration. Faith is necessary before baptism in
the case of adults and after baptism in the case of infants.
For Cho, Wesley's baptismal theology resulted in a synthesis
of both the Catholic emphasis on the sacraments and the
evangelical emphasis on a person's faith.
John C. English is probably most representative of those
contemporary scholars who believe that Wesley rejected bap
tismal regeneration. His book. The Heart Renewed t John
Weslev's Doctrine of Christian Initiation, presents the
development of Wesley's views on baptism."^ English argues
that Wesley's adherence to the principle of justification by
faith led him, eventually, to modify his High Church Anglican
conceptions that he had previously believed. For English,
Wesley had a strictly limited theology of baptism: baptism
is the sacrament of initiation into the visible church.
� Chong Nahm Cho, "A Study in John Wesley's Doctrine of
Baptism in the Light of Current Interpretations" (Ph.D.
diss., Emory University, 1966).
* John C. English, The Heart Renewed: John Weslev's
Doctrine of Christian Initiation (Macon, Oeorgia* Wesleyan
College, 1967).
7Bernard G. Holland's book, Baptism in Earlv Methodism.
is actually the most thorough study on Wesley's doctrine of
baptism.^ Holland's major emphasis is on the question of
baptismal regeneration, with the thesis that "Wesley, all
his life, considered regeneration to be given to infants in
baptism as well as to adults at conversion."" Holland
portrays Wesley's baptismal theology as being seriously in
tension with his doctrine of adult conversion and new birth.
This interpretation has led him to conclude that Wesley
believed in two regenerations. This view and some others of
his conclusions are somewhat doubtful. Therefore, the
strength of this work lies mainly in its historical survey
of the practice of baptism by Wesley and early Methodists.
01 e E. Borgen, in John Weslev on the Sacraments, also
provides a serious study of Wesley's theology of the sacra
ments.'* Borgen' s major thesis is that Wesley has a unified
doctrine of the sacraments of baptism and the Lord's Supper,
which was integrally connected to his understanding of the
order of salvation. In his extensive section on Wesley's
theology of baptism, Borgen goes as far as to affirming that
baptism is the normal means for both justification and new
birth. His argument is that Wesley never abandoned his
Bernard G. Holland, Baptism in Earlv Methodism
(London: Epworth Press, 1970).
" Ibid., 13.
�* Ole E. Borgen, John Weslev on the Sacraments (1972;
reprint. Grand Rapids: Francis Asbury Press, 1985).
8belief in baptismal regenerationp which he supposedly
regarded as a single event and the beginning of the process
of sanctifi cation.
Finally, the section on Wesley's doctrine of infant
baptism in David I. Naglee's book entitled From Font to
Faith i John Weslev on Infant Baptism and the Nurture of
Chi Idren is also worthy of attention. Naglee argues
that Wesley's baptismal theology involves regeneration for
infants and is closely related to Puritan covenant theology.
His view of regeneration is a continuous and gradual
process. The problem with this book is that the author
downplays Wesley's emphasis on faith, conversion, and simi
lar points, which destroys the synthesis that marks much of
Wesley's theology.
This review of the most recent works on John Wesley's
teaching on baptism is enough to point out the divergences
that exist concerning this issue.
The Literature Related to Baptism
in American Methodism
Very little has been written about the development of
the theology and practice of baptism in American Methodism.
Only two unpublished dissertations and one article are of
interest here. The first dissertation, An Appraisal of John
Wesley's Sacramental ism in the Evolution of Earlv Methodism.
David Ingersoll Naglee, From Font to Faith: John
Weslev on Infant Baptism and the Nurture of Children (New
York: Peter Lang, 1987).
9by Paul S. Sanders, attempts to trace historically the
doctrines o-f the sacraments from Mesley through the develop
ments in American Methodism.** The limits of the study
are from the eighteenth-century beginnings of Methodism in
America to the division of the Methodist Episcopal Church in
1844. This is in many ways an excellent resource for the
present research because it covers almost totally the period
of American Methodism before the organization of the Free
Methodist Church in 1860.
A more recent study, which is still more relevant to
the present study, is Gayle C. Felton's dissertation.
Evolving Baptismal Theoloov and Practice in American Method
ism from the Davs of John Weslev to the End of the Nine
teenth Centurv. *'' As the title indicates, Felton's work
is directly concerned with the evolution of the theology and
practice of baptism in American Methodism. The major con
clusion is that Methodists in America have diverged sharply
from their Wesleyan legacy in matter of baptismal theology.
Felton also argues that American Methodism has formulated
novel understandings of baptism that has vitiated both its
sacramental ministry and its evangelistic mission.
** Paul S. Sanders, An Appraisal of John Weslev's
Sacramental ism in the Evolution of Earlv Methodism. Th.D.
Diss., Union Theological Seminary, 1954 (Ann Arbor* UMI,
1982) .
*== Gayle C. Felton, Evolving Baptismal Theoloov and
Practice in American Methodism from the Davs of John Weslev
to the End of the Nineteenth Centurv. Ph.D. Diss., Duke
University, 1987 (Ann Arbors UMI, 1989).
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The problem with this study is that it is confined to
the Methodist Episcopal Church only without any investiga
tions into other Methodist denominations. The focus of the
analysis and the conclusions are, therefore, only relevant
to American Methodism as a whole. In spite of that weakness,
Felton's work is a sound and solid treatment of the area and
constitutes a valuable source for this research.
A last study, which has some interest in this review of
related literature, is Ole E. Borgen's article entitled
"Baptism, Confirmation, and Church Membership in the Method
ist Church Before the Union of 1968."*=* This work is only
in part concerned with baptism. It provides, however, a
good analysis of the Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal
Church both in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
concerning the developments of the doctrine of baptism.
It was the purpose of this section to call attention
to the most important previous works in relation to the
theological developments of the doctrine and practice of
baptism in Free Methodism, in John Wesley's teachings, and
in American Methodism. Concerning Free Methodism and Ameri
can Methodism, this review pointed out the scarcity of
serious studies on the question. Concerning Wesley's views
on baptism it showed the great variance among contemporary
Wesleyan scholars. Nevertheless, all these works will
*=* Ole E. Borgen, "Baptism, Confirmation, and Church
Membership in the Methodist Church Before the Union of 1968"
(Part I) Methodist Historv 27 (Jan. 1989); (Part II), 27
(April 1989).
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positively contribute to determining the Free Methodist
roots and understandings of baptism.
Importance of the Study
In light of the variety of baptismal beliefs held by
Free Methodists, and the scarcity of literature, the need
for the present study is manifest. It is to be hoped that
this research will contribute to a better understanding of
the Mesleyan and Methodist roots in Free Methodism and of
the theological developments that have occurred since the
beginning of the denomination.
It also may help to transcend some of the perplexity
and superficiality of understanding on the subject of
baptism which pervades contemporary Free Methodism. Often,
neither the persons in the pews or in the pulpits have any
clear comprehension of what is taking place in the baptism
of adults or what the theological difference is between
baptising or dedicating an infant. This study will at least
attempt to clarify the theological answers the Free Method
ist Church has proposed to these questions, both in history
and in the present.
This study will also be useful to the Free Methodists
in Quebec, Canada, the birthplace and the place of ministry
of the writer. With a view to ministry in Quebec, where
more than ninety percent of the population is nominally
Roman Catholic, a great need exists to have a correct under
standing of the sacrament of baptism. In reaction to the
12
Roman Catholic "magical" notions that is so imbedded in the
fabric of the culture, the tendency of Free Methodists� in
solidarity with other evangelical denominations�has been to
draw an antithesis between the evangelical and sacramental,
as though these are mutually exclusive. The present study
will help the Free Methodists of Quebec to have, if not an
appreciation, at least a better understanding of both their
roots in the Anglo-Catholic tradition and of the theological
views of their own denomination.
Finally, this study was needed because, as far as the
author can ascertain, no such study exists in Free Method
ism. The only treatment of a similar subject, as was
mentioned earlier, is the Th.M. thesis written by Carroll
Wesley King in 1974. Though his work was seminal in the
writer's thought, the focus, sources, and scope are quite
different. The author also could update some new date on
the issue of baptism in the Free Methodist Church.
Delimitations of the Studv
The writer's endeavor was to elucidate as thoroughly as
possible the roots and developments of baptismal practice
and theology in Free Methodism in America. For the sake of
time and space, however, the research and analysis had to be
restricted to the subject of baptism itself in Free Method
ism, in Wesley's teaching, and in the main American Methodist
body.
This means, first, that the parameters of this study
13
did not include some related subjects to baptism such as
catechism, confirmation, and church membership, and very
little was said about Christian nurture. The study was so
broad that it had to be limited to the doctrine and practice
of baptism alone.
Second, the parameters of this research did not encompass
the aspects of validity and proper administration of baptism.
Such considerations as the worthiness of the church and of
its representatives that administer the sacrament, the admin
istration of baptism at the hands of unordained lay people,
the correct form (formula) and use of the material substance
(water), were omitted.
Third, the research on the Free Methodist views of
baptism has been limited to Free Methodism in America, that
is, the United States and Canada, which were part of the
same General Conference until the organization as a General
Conference of the Free Methodist Church in Canada, in 1990.
The author did not investigate baptismal beliefs and
practices in other countries.
Finally, regarding American Methodism, the author
confined his research to the main Methodist body. American
Methodism is thus represented in this study by the Methodist
Episcopal Church prior to 1844, the southern and northern
branches of that church up to their union in 1939, the
Methodist Church up to 1968, and the United Methodist Church
up to the present. While the author looked at some source*
of the Wesleyan Church and of the Church of the Nazarene, no
14
further investigation was made on these or any other Method
ist denominations.
Abbreviations and Definition of Terms
Definition of several terms frequently used herein and
the use of certain abbreviations need to be given.
As mentioned above, the term American Methodism will
refer mainly to the major representative body of Methodism
in America and not to the small sects that arose because of
schisms within this larger body.
The term Baot i st i f i cati on is used in this study to
signify the theological transition that has occurred in the
Free Methodist since the 1950' s. This transition has been
characterized by a growing tendency to argue for believer's
baptism only, with a preference for baptism by immersion,
and infant dedication instead of infant baptism.
The expression believer's baptism generally refers to
the baptism of those who can witness to having been already
regenerated. Not until years of discretion or account
ability can one usually receive baptism.
Conversion generally means a conscious experience
including repentance, faith, justification, and the new
birth. In this paper it may be used both for those who
believe that new birth is received at conversion only, and
for those who believe that regeneration may be received
either in baptism or at the moment of conversion.
The expression earlv American Methodism should be taken
15
as meaning American Methodism -From its beginnings in the
English colonies down to the phase of theological unfolding
starting in 1840.
The term High Church, when used in reference to Wesley,
needs to be taken in a specific sense. This point will be
made clearer in Chapter 3, on "Baptism in John Wesley's
Teachings. "
The term infant baotism applies to babies and children
up to the age of accountability, i.e., to the age of ten
plus or minus two.
The abbreviated form The F.M. Discipline has been used
to designate The Doctrines and Discipline of the Free Method
ist Church of North America, and its revised title since
1955, The Book of Discipline.
Likewise, the abbreviated form The M.E. Discipline
designates The Doctrines and Discipline of the Methodist
Episcopal Church.
In this paper, the term Weslevan has been used for what
pertains to or characterizes John Wesley himself and not
necessarily to the Methodist movement in general.
The Method of Procedure
In this paper the author intends to describe and ana
lyze the Free Methodist understandings of baptism. First,
the evolution in both doctrine and practice of the sacrament
will be traced from the beginnings of Free Methodism through
the present day. The attempt is to ascertain not only what
16
ecclesiastical authorities and scholars have espoused con
cerning the theology and practice of baptism, but also what
Free Methodists in general have believed and practiced. For
this purpose, extensive research was done to find the widest
range of sources as possible. Most church periodicals and
publications since the organization of the Free Methodist
Church have been checked in order to find significant data.
Even the required text books for the home study course for
the preparation for the ministry were examined.*-* For
historical perspective, denominational accounts and official
church records were used. For the rituals, the books of
Pi scipl ine were consulted.
For the chapters on the doctrine and practice of baptism
in John Wesley's teachings and their development in the
American Methodist history, the works of Wesley, the books
of Discipl ine. and some major primary sources were consulted.
In general, however, the research was more dependent on
secondary sources. The purpose of these chapters is to show
the theological developments of the sacrament of baptism
since Wesley.
A final analysis of the Free Methodist understandings
of baptism will follow, comparing and contrasting each ele
ment of doctrine and practice with John Wesley's teachings
and American Methodism. The different factors involved in
the Free Methodist baptismal theology will be pointed out.
*'* The course of study for ministers was listed in the
Free Methodist Discipline from 1860 until 1947.
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CHAPTER 2
Baptism in Free Methodism
The Free Methodist Church, like the Methodist movement
in general, has throughout its entire history laid emphasis
on the practical Christian life rather than on doctrine. It
has always been much more functional than dogmatic. None
theless, since the beginning of the Free Methodist Church,
and particularly during the last half of this century, there
has been more strife over the subject of Christian baptism
than upon any theological question.
One of the problems in the Free Methodist Church today
is the lack of understanding and agreement on what baptism
really is; therefore, much confusion and variation of
practices exist within the church. This is why a study on
the Free Methodist doctrine of the sacrament of baptism is
important. The purpose of this chapter is twofold: <l) to
describe the historical developments on baptism in the Free
Methodist Church from the beginning until today; and (2) to
define its baptismal theology and practice in the light of
these developments.
Major Periods of the Free Methodist
Historv on Baptism
The author arbitrarily divided the Free Methodist history
on baptism in four phases. The division of these periods is
based, first, on the degree of attention paid to the doctrine
and practice of baptism, which includes writings on the
18
subject and the changes in the rituals. And this is com
bined with the possible indications concerning the doctrinal
orientation of the church as a whole. The first period,
from 1860 to 1881, baptism was a secondary but important
issue; the second, from 1882 to 1912, was one of doctrinal
affirmation; the third, from 1913 to 1949, was one of pre
serving the status quo; and the fourth period, from 1950 to
the present, can be qualified as the Baot i st i f i cat i on of the
Free Methodist Church.
Baptism, a Secondary but Important
Issue: 1860-1881
Looking at this first period of the Free Methodist
history one can see that baptism was, doctrinal ly speaking,
a secondary but, yet, an important issue. In the two Free
Methodist papers of that time, The Earnest Christian and The
Free Methodist, only four articles were published on water
baptism (a ratio of one article every five years).* This
shows that, for that period, baptism was certainly a
secondary issue, otherwise, more attention would have been
given to it.
Yet, it cannot be said that this practice was unim
portant. In fact, during this period the ritual of infant
baptism underwent two revisions and the ritual for adults,
* These articles are: "Baptism," by R. Clapsaddle, The
Earnest Christian 26 (Aug. 1873): 46 f. "The Baptism of
Children" by H. A. Crouch, The Free Methodist 6 (Dec. 18,
1873): 3. "Baptism and Communion" by J. P. Sattuck, The
Free Methodist 11 (June 19, 1878): 3. "What Relation Do
Baptized Children Sustain to the Church" by G. W. Marcel lus,
The Free Methodist 12 (Apr. 16, 1879): l.
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one. These were some of the earliest doctrinal changes in
the Free Methodist Discipline (the content of these changes
Mill be examined later). Leslie R. Marston, a late bishop
of the Free Methodist Church, said in his book, From Aoe to
Aaei A Living Witness, that "the changes attempted in the
ritual of early Free Methodism reflected more a doctrinal
than a devotional concern";^ but he also commented that
these changes "have had little crucial bearing upon serious
questions of doctrine."' Baptism was, nevertheless, among
the theological preoccupations of the Free Methodist Church
from the very beginning.
Reasons baptism was a secondary issue. Two factors
explain why baptism was a secondary issue in the literary
publications during this period. First, the two Free Method
ist papers�The Earnest Christian and The Free Methodist�
started as private enterprises and did not focus on contro
versies. Benjamin Titus Roberts, the first superintendent
of the Free Methodist Church, founded, edited, and published
from 1860 to 1893 The Earnest Christian. "* This monthly
paper was "devoted to the cause of vital piety, interdenomi
national ideals, and worthy social causes."*" Roberts
' Leslie R. Marston, From Aoe to Age: A Living Witness
(Winona Lake, Ind.: Light and Life Press, 1960), 290.
Ibid.
Wilson T. Hogue, Historv of the Free Methodist Church
of North America. 2 vols. (Chicago: The Free Methodist Pub
lishing House, 1915), 1:264.
� Marston, From Age to Age, 266.
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always tried to avoid controversies because his major
preoccupation was revival and Christian holiness.
The Free Methodist, which did not make its appearance
until 1868, also kept away -from controversies -for more than
a decade, when it then gradually became the official voice
of the Free Methodist Church.** At the beginning the paper
was owned successively by different Free Methodists. Only
in 1882, for the first time, the General Conference elected
the editor. Then, in 1886 The Free Methodist became the
property of the Free Methodist Church and was used
officially as a channel to represent the doctrines and
issues of the Free Methodist Church.^
A second reason water baptism was a secondary issue is
that the first Free Methodists put greater stress on con
version and new birth to the neglect of water baptism. An
early Free Methodist, reproaching the Free Methodist Church
for neglecting water baptism, inquired, "Why should it be so?
. . . Is it our unbelief or is it a lack of teaching by the
ministry at this point? Or do we put too much stress on the
baptism of the Holy Ghost to the neglect of water baptism?"�
* Ibid.
^ Ibid., 474.
" M. L. Bovee, "Water Baptism." The Free Methodist 27
(Apr. 18, 1894)! 2. The present author could not find the
exact meaning of the expression "baptism of the Holy Ghost"
as used in Free Methodism at that time. It seems that, in
the context of this article and the use of the expression by
the same author in another article, it means the internal
gift of the Spirit at the moment of new birth. (cf-, "Water
Baptism� Its Mode," The Free Methodist 29 [Jan. 1, 18963! 3)
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Many statements illustrate this emphasis on inward
Christian reality, which unwittingly led to a depreciation
o-f the external sign of water baptism!
Forms and ceremonies amount to nothing and worse
than nothing, only so far as they point us to
something above and beyond themselves. They never
saved anybody, and never will. "It is the Spirit
that giveth life.""
[Comment on Romans 6! 43 Will water Baptism effect
all this? If not, it cannot mean water Baptism.
. . . It is a spiritual work of the Holy Ghost, in
the soul of man. A work water as an element in
Baptism, never can accomplish. '"^^
Before they were born again, . . . They were con
vinced that something more than outward baptism
was needed to make the heart new.**
We do not design to dwell much upon water baptism
at the present, nor its different modes; but upon
the baptism of the Holy Ghost. *^
All these statements concur, showing that in its early stage
Free Methodism did put a greater stress on the inward work
of the Holy Spirit than on water baptism.
B. T. Roberts' influence. The present author could not
find out how influential B. T. Roberts was, the first leader
of the Free Methodist Church, concerning this attitude
toward baptism. As mentioned earlier, Roberts always tried
to avoid controversies because his major preoccupation was
* A. A. Phelps, "Substitutes for the Holy Ghost," Vne,
Earnest Christian 1 <Apr. I860)! 127.
*'=' J. Fetterhoff, "Short Comment on Romans VI, 4," The
Earnest Christian 17 (Feb. 1869)! 46.
** A. H. Lewis, "The New Birth," The Earnest Christian
32 (July 1876)! 16.
*== R. Clapsaddle, "Baptism," The Earnest Christian 26
(Aug. 1873)! 46.
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revival and Christian holiness. For example, he wrote and
published in The Earnest Christian thirty-eight articles on
themes related to Christian holiness alone.*' But he never
wrote one article on baptism. These facts do not prove that
baptism was unimportant for Roberts, but simply that his
highest priority was Christian holiness. That Roberts was
concerned with the doctrine of baptism is obvious consider
ing the fact that the first Discipl ine adopted by the Free
Methodist Church in 1860 was largely his work, and that it
was in this new Discipline that the first change on the
ritual of baptism inherited from the Methodist Episcopal
Church occurred. *�*
In B. T. Roberts' writings, most of the allusions he
made to baptism give the impression that he was the leading
influence concerning some predominant inclinations that
characterized early Free Methodism. First, he believed that
for adult baptism a person should be a true believer. He
opposed baptizing people simply on "a mere assent of the
understanding to the truths of the Gospel," and he required
"a faith that laid hold of the affections and the will."*"
For example, commenting on the book of Acts, chapter nine,
*' Marston, From Aoe to Age. 276. Marston also
reported that these articles were compiled and published by
his son, Benson, immediately after Roberts' death under the
title. Holiness Teachings.
*^ Ibid., 264.
*� B. T. Roberts, "Church Membership Qualifications,"
The Earnest Christian 2 (Sept. 1961): 262.
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when Peter baptized Gentiles, he said, "The Holy Ghost came
upon them, and they received Him is Cin3 all his fullness�
and then, and not till then, were they baptized."**
That Roberts also denied any efficacy to the sacrament
of baptism is obvious in the following statement:
It matters not at whose hands, or in what
manner, you received the ordinance of baptism�
that did not make you a saint. . . .
That to be baptized in ever so a manner does
not make one a Christian, the Apostle most clearly
shows. Else would he have never said: "For Christ
sent me not to baptize, but to preach the Gospel."
� I Cor. i, 17. If baptism could save men, instead
of thanking God that he baptized so few, he would
have made an effort to baptize all he could. *^
Clearly Roberts accentuated the religion of the heart and he
had very little sacramental understanding of baptism.*"
B. T. Roberts associated the new birth with conversion,
not with baptism.*"* Baptism testifies to the change that
has already happened in a person's life. M. L. Bovee
reports that Roberts once said in speaking of young con
verts, "Baptize them as soon as possible, so putting that
** Ibid.
*'' B. T. Roberts, "Inward and Outward," The Earnest
Christian 37 (May 1879): 183 f.
**� It is interesting also to note that B. T. Roberts
did not talk of baptism and the Lord's Supper as sacraments,
but he always used the terminology "the ordinances of God."
For him these "ordinances" were not "Infallible signs of
salvation," rather, they were seen as "shells" and
"kernels." <B. T. Roberts, "The Standard," The Earnest
Christian 43 CApr. 1882D: 101 f.)
This is illustrated in his articles "All at Con
version" (The Earnest Christian 41 CJune 18813: 165 ff.),
and "The New Birth" (The Earnest Christian 43 CMarch 18823:
69 ff.)
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much more hinderance in their way of backsl iding.
Thus, B. T. Roberts had both similarities and differences
with John Wesley; both strongly emphasized the importance of
a spiritual conversion to enter the full reality of the
Christian life, but Roberts, contrary to Wesley, denied that
baptism might be its starting point or a means to it.
The changes in the rituals of baptism. These obser
vations on B. T. Roberts' view of baptism refer only to
persons of riper age. To have a broader understanding of
what meaning baptism had to the Free Methodists of that
early period, one must look at the first edition of the Free
Methodist Discipl ine and then to the changes that occurred
during the subsequent years. As mentioned above, when the
Free Methodist Church was organized in 1860 and during the
next two decades, some changes occurred in the Free Method
ist Discipl ine which may have some significance for the
present study.
Proceeding out of the Methodist Episcopal Church
(North), the Free Methodist Church adopted almost
essentially the same liturgical forms. Only three minor
alterations were made in the ritual for infant baptism.
Bovee, "Water Baptism," 2.
Concerning the Discipl ine adopted by the Free
Methodist Church, Wilson T. Hogue, Free Methodist historian
said, "The Disciol ine adopted was based largely on the
Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal Church." (Op. cit.,
1:329)
� Carroll Wesley King, "Infant Baptism in Biblical
and Wesleyan Theology" (Th.M. thesis, Asbury Theological
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First, the introductory exhortation was altered by the
omission of the phrase "all men are conceived and born in
sin."^' Second, a long phrase beginning with "who of thy
great mercy didst save Noah" and ending with "didst sanctify
water for this holy sacrament" was deleted in the first
prayer. C. W. King suggests different possibilities for
this deletion, but based on what was said previously, the
one that seems most probable to the author is that the
founders of Free Methodism who edited the Disciol ine "wished
to dissociate the idea of salvation from water baptism.
The third modification was the replacement of the phrase
"for the forgiveness of our sins, did shed out of his most
precious side both water and blood" by the shortened phrase
"died for the forgiveness of our sins."=* King suggests
Seminary, 1975), 295-99. King presents a comparison of the
1860 infant baptismal offices of the Methodist Episcopal
Church (North) and the Free Methodist Church.
The Doctrines and Discipline of the Free Methodist
Church. 1862 (Buffalo: Published by B. T. Roberts, 1862 Con
baptism the 1862 edition was identical to the 18603), 82-84
(hereafter referred to as the F.M. Discipl ine) ; and The
Doctrines and Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal Church.
1860 ed. (Cincinnati: Poe 8< Hitchcock, 1960), 135 f. (here
after referred to as the M.E. Discipline) The fact that the
similar phrase was retained in the office for the adults, it
is possible, as King suggests, that "the deletion occurred
here because the expression was considered unnecessary and
perhaps inappropriate for this infant rite." (King, op.
cit., 298)
The F.M. Discipline (1862), 82; and the M.E. Disci
pline (1860), 136.
King, op. cit. , 298
The F.M. Discipline (1862), 83 f . ; and the M.E.
Discipline (1860), 137.
26
that the editors -found the expression "water and blood"
inappropriate in association with the atonement of Christ.
In the ritual for adults, five alterations were made
from the ritual of the Methodist Episcopal Church. First,
the introductory exhortation was almost completely
reworded. Second, the first prayer focussed on the
baptism of the Spirit instead of remission of sins and regen
eration. =" Third, the petition was completely deleted
probably for the sake of brevity and because it would have
been repetitious to ask for the gift of the Holy Spirit
again. Fourth, the Gospel was abbreviated; instead of the
whole section of John 3; 1-6, only verses five and six were
included. Finally, the same modification was made for the
ritual for adults as that made for the ritual for infants,
the phrase "for the forgiveness of our sins, did shed out of
"^"^ King, op. cit., 299. Referring to this alteration,
King says, "But water is not generally associated with
Christ's atonement; just His blood." (Ibid.)
Among the major changes in the introductory exhor�
tation ares (l) The human sinfulness is affirmed in both but
with a different emphasis. The F.M. version stressed the
impossibility for human beings by themselves to attain
holiness without which no one can see the Lord instead of
the simple affirmation of the incapacity for human beings to
please God. (2) The M.E. version stressed the need for
regeneration and the F.M. version the need for divine grace
to keep their covenant with God. (The F.M. Discipline
C 18623, 85; and the M.E. Discipline C 18603, 140)
=^'* The M.E. version said, "That they . . . may receive
remission of their sins, by spiritual regeneration," while
the F.M. version omitted the remission of sins and asked,
"That they . . . may receive the inward baptism of the Holy
Ghost." (The F.M. Discipline C 18623, 86; The M.E.
Discipline 1118603, 140 f.)
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his most precious side both water and blood" replaced by the
shorter phrase "died -for the -forgiveness of our sins.""='
The first change following the organization of the Free
Methodist Church was the revision in the ritual of infant
baptism in 1866.'* This time some major alterations were
made. First, the introductory exhortation-'* and the first
prayer" were almost totally modified with very little
'� The F.M. Discipline <1862), 89; and the M.E. Disci
pline (1860) , 145.
'* King offers a complete analysis of the revision of
1866. (op. cit., 300-306)
'= Here are the changes in the introductory exhor
tation: (1) the scriptural reference was changed from John
3:5 to Mark 10: 14, and Acts 2:39 was added; (2) the twofold
purpose of baptizing the child is "that he may be conse
crated ... to the service of his creator, and that he may
receive the sign and seal of the covenant of grace" (the
emphasis is now on the covenant of grace rather than regen
eration and new birth as expressed in the previous edition);
(3) human sinfulness is included again: "Inasmuch as all men
are born in sin, and this child, like all others, has
inherited a nature prone to evil"; (4) prevenient grace is
affirmed in the statement that the child "will ... be
exposed to many grievous temptations, by means of which he
will, unless prevented by the grace of God, be led astray";
and (5) the exhortation implore the congregation present to
pray both for the child for the "fullness of grace, that he
may grow up in the favor of God," and for the parents "the
needed grace that they may properly discharge all the
duties" for the child. (The F.M. Discipline. [Rochester,
New York: Published by the General Conference, 18673, 104
f.; cf. King, op. cit., 302 f.)
" In the revised prayer there are the following ele
ments: (1) baptism is seen as a dedication of one's child to
God: "We thank thee that thou hast made it our privilege to
dedicate our children to thy service"; (2) it is called upon
God for the child "that he may be delivered from the power
of sin and Satan, and sanctified by the power of the Holy
Ghost"; (3) the prayer for the parents is "that they may
realize how great is the responsibility resting upon them"
and that God may "grant unto them the aid of the Holy
Spirit." (The F.M. Discipline C18663, 105 f.)
resemblance to the version of 1860. Second, an examination
of parents presenting children for baptism was introduced
and a vow by the parents was required.'"* Kings concludes
that in the 1866 revisions, "there was a definite shift away
from the baptismal regeneration tendency evidenced in
earlier rituals toward the making of infant baptism and act
of dedication on the part of the parents."'"
During this period, therefore, with the greater empha
sis on the new birth and the inner gift of the Holy Spirit,
water baptism was definitively given a secondary priority.
Nonetheless, considering the few significant changes made in
the rituals, it may be affirmed that water baptism was also
an important issue in the development of the Free Methodist
identity.
The Doctrinal Affirmation
of Baptism: 1882-1912
The second period in the history of the Free Methodist
Church was characterized by an affirmation of the sacrament
of baptism. Although original distinctives like the new
birth and the gift of the Holy Spirit were still held
firmly, the church was losing some of her former urgency.
"* The vow required by the parents was fourfold: (l)
they must "dedicate" the child to the Lord; (2) they must,
so far as they can, "renounce the Devil and all his works";
(3) they must "believe the Holy Scriptures"; and <4) they
must promise to "diligently teach" the child "the statutes
and commandments of the Most High" and to train him up "in
the nurture and admonition of the Lord." (The F.M. Disci
pline C 18663, 107 f.)
'" King, op. cit., 304.
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Gradually a defensive attitude developed which sought to
hold to the traditional Methodist doctrines and practices.
The Free Methodist, which had become the property of the
Free Methodist Church, was used as the official channel to
affirm its doctrinal views.'* In this paper only, thirty=
eight articles related to water baptism were published
during that period <a ratio of one point two CI. 23 articles
per year). Compared with the previous period, which had a
ratio of one article every five years (0.2), it is obvious
that baptism was an important issue at that time.
Factors leading to this emphasis on baptism. Different
factors, all correlated to each other, may have influenced
this strong doctrinal emphasis on water baptism. First,
according to the statistics given by Marston concerning the
rate of the church's growth during that period, data show
that the Free Methodist Church had gone through a rapid
growth of 51 percent in membership during the eight years
from 1886 to 1894. But then, during the following nine
years, because of strong concerns for doctrinal orthodoxy,
the growth dropped to only 15 percent."" It is possible
that the rapid growth gave rise to some theological problems
within the denomination concerning different practices,
including baptism. These circumstances may have prompted a
defensive attitude that sought to hold to the traditional
'* Marston, From Aoe to Aoe. 473-76.
'�^ Ibid., 438.
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Methodist views.'" This reactionary situation may be
illustrated in the following comment that was expressed by
a Free Methodist during this period:
The United States is open to immigrants from
all nations who may desire to become its loyal
citizens. Some come for its advantages but want
to retain the old country customs. So the Free
Methodist Church is open to members of all denomi
nations who will abide by its doctrines and
Discipline. Some want its advantages but seek to
retain their previous church customs.'**
This hypothesis may seem speculative concerning
baptism, but for the doctrinal concern in general it is
confirmed by the fact that the 1890 General Conference
appointed a committee to prepare a catechism which should
incorporate the Scriptures to support the Free Methodist
'" Most of the articles published on the subject of
baptism during the last two decades of the nineteenth
century were a defense of the traditional Methodist practice
of infant baptism. Here is the list of these articles:
"Infant Baptism" by J. La Due, The Free Methodist 16 (Nov.
31, 1883): 3. "Infant Baptism" by L. Mendenhall, The Free
Methodist 17 (June 18 and June 25, 1884): 3 f- and 2.
"Christian Baptism" (with an emphasis on the Abrahamic
covenant and household baptisms) by J. S. Bolton, The Free
Methodist 17 (Dec. 3, Dec. 17, Dec. 24, and Dec. 31, 1884).
"Something on Baptism" (it argued that infants are true
subject for baptism) by D. B. Turney, The Free Methodist 18
(May 13, 1885): 3. "Were Infants to Be Baptized?" by D. B.
Turney, The Free Methodist 18 (June 24, 1885): 3. "Infant
Baptism" by D. B. Turney, The Free Methodist 21 (Feb. 15,
Feb. 29, March 7, March 14, March 21, March 28, 1888). "The
Abrahamic Covenant" by J. S. BColton3, The Free Methodist 22
(Sept. 18, 1889): 2 f. "Infant Baptism" by B. F. Berry, Itie.
Free Methodist 29 (Oct. 28, 1896): 3 f- "Baptism� Its
Design, Subjects, and Mode�Continued" (most of the article
is a defense that infants are proper subjects for baptism) by
J. H. Woertendyke, The Free Methodist 30 (Sept. 7, and Sept.
14, 1897). And finally, "How We May Save Our Children" by
J. L. Dodge, The Free Methodist 32 (Jan. 31, 1899): 2 f.
'�* Henry Babcock, "Changing the Discipline," The Free
Methodist 36 (June 23, 1903) : 2.
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doctrines. '*'=' Furthermore, at the 1894 General Conference,
the church clearly declared a desire to maintain orthodoxy
and a reaffirmation of its agreement with the traditional
doctrines of Methodism."** Likewise, the next two General
Conferences, 1898 and 1907, doctrinal integrity was still
included in the church's concerns. �*=
All these facts together explain why Free Methodism
during that period of its history put a strong emphasis on
baptism and particularly on pedobaptism.
The revisions in the rituals of baptism. The changes
in the rituals of baptism during that period also show the
great concern placed on water baptism. Two deletions
occurred in 1882, one in each ritual of infant and adult
baptism; and the ritual for adults was again revised in
1911. The change in 1882 for the ritual of infant baptism
was twofold. First, there was the deletion of a portion of
the new introductory exhortation which had affirmed the
child's inherited state of sinfulness."*' Second, there
was a short revision of another section of the same exhor
tation where God is called upon for mercy and grace so that
the child may be made a partaker of the nature of God."*"*
**' Marston, From Aoe to Age. 296.
^* Ibid., 297.
^= Ibid.
"*�' The section deleted had been inserted in the
revision of 1866. (The F.M. Discipline C18663, 105)
The revision of 1882 read: "I beseech you to call
upon God . . . that of his bounteous mercy he will grant
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The theological implications o-f the first revision may
seem significant because the stress on the child's inherited
sin and the consequent need of the grace of God if he or she
were not to be led astray was deleted. Carroll W. King's
historical insight may bring some light on this question.
When viewed against the background of the Calvinist=
Methodist theological controversy of the nineteenth
century, it may very well be that the deletion of
the reference to the child's native depravity and
the modification of the passage on grace reflected
in part the influence of the shifting theological
emphasis within Methodism at that time from the
soteriological to the anthropological, as repre
sented in Whedon's freedom of man's will and Mi ley's
free personal agency."*"
King's explanation is probable, but one also needs to be
careful not to misinterpret the Free Methodist view of human
nature. From its beginning Free Methodism has clearly
affirmed that by the sin of Adam, man, as the offspring of
Adam, is corrupted in his very nature so that from birth he
is inclined to sin, and that only through the redemptive
atonement of Jesus Christ can adults and infants as well be
saved."** The second part of that revision also "made clear
unto this child, that he being made partaker of the divine
nature may grow up into Christ, our living Head, in all
things, till he comes in the unity of the faith and of the
knowledge of the Son of God, unto a perfect man, unto the
measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ," instead
of the 1866 version which reads "I beseech you to call upon
God . . . that of his bounteous mercy he will grant unto
this child evermore the fullness of grace, that he may grow
up in the favor of God, and ever remain in the number of his
faithful and elect children." (The F.M. Discipline. C18823,
93; and C 18663, 105)
"*" King, op. cit., 308.
The F.M. Disciol ine of 1882 had the same statement on
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that only by being made partaker of the divine nature could
the child 'grow up into Christ'.""*'' This statement clearly
emphasized that one could be saved only through Christ.
Concerning the ritual for adults, the first change in
18S2 was short but significant. In the minister's charge to
the candidates, the phrase "to release you from your sins"
was deleted."*" Bishop Marston suggested that the change
was "probably to emphasize the church's position that baptism
is a sign of forgiveness and not its accompanying cause."'*"
This clarification was to be officially confirmed by the
revisions that were adopted at the 1911 General Conference.
The revision of the ritual for adults in 1911 was more
extensive and had more theological significance when con
sidered in the light of the traditional Methodist stand.
The revision had its representative in the person of W. N.
Coffee who made a proposal at the 1907 General Confer
ence,"" but was adopted only in 1911."*
original sin and the value of the atonement of Christ than in
the Articles of Religion of the original version of 1860.
(The F.M. Discipline C1882], 12, 14S C18623, 21, 23)
Marston, From Age to Aoe. 292.
"*" The previous editions of the Discipline reads "Well
Beloved, who are hither, desiring to receive holy baptism, ye
have heard how the congregation hath prayed that our Lord
Jesus Christ would vouchsafe to receive you, and bless you,
to release vou of vour sins. Cemphasis mine3 to give you the
kingdom of heaven, and everlasting life."
Marston, From Aoe to Age. 292.
"*=* Before the 1907 General Conference Coffee published
an article entitled "Our Ritual for Baptism" where he
explained the inconsistency of the Free Methodist Church as
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In the revised ritual, only the introductory exhor
tation and the ritualistic questions remained unchanged.
In the first prayer, instead of asking to receive the inward
work, the new ritual simply testified to what is already
done.*'^ The Gospel was changed from John 3! 5-6 to Matthew
regards to the ritual on baptism for adults. First he argued
that "baptism stands outwardly as a testimony." He also
pointed out that "the ritual appears to ask, for the candi
date who is supposed to have already received the inward
work, signified by outward baptism, that the inward work may
be done." Finally he concluded asking, "How does this
comport with our properly accepted doctrine, that the candi
date is and should be received and have the witness of
adoption before he is properly a candidate? . . . Now if our
doctrine is right we will need to bring our rites into
harmony with it." (The Free Methodist 40 CMarch 5, 19073: 3)
"* Coffee explained in another article published before
the 1911 General Conference, the reason why his proposal had
not been adopted at the 1907 General Conference: "Four years
ago we offered a proposed change in our ritual on baptism.
It was referred to the committee on ritual and reported back
to the session as not approved. That did not mean that it
was disapproved. It was simply not approved because the
committee had not time to consider it." Then he presented
the same argument why his proposal should be considered, that
is "because as the ritual now reads it is at variance with
the doctrine held by us, and brings unavoidable con-fusion of
thought into our baptismal service." ("Our Ritual on Bap
tism," The Free Methodist 44 CMay 16, 19113: 3) This point
of clarification is important because the fact that the
resolution was not adopted in 1907 is not to be interpreted
as a rejection of the proposal by the Free Methodist body as
was rendered by Bishop Marston. (Marston, From Aoe to Aoe.
292)
Only two sentences were modified. The previous
ritual read: "That they . . . may receive the inward baptism
of the Holy Spirit. Receive them 0 Lord, as thou hast
promised by thy well-beloved Son, saying, Ask, and ye shall
receives seek and you shall find; knock, and it shall be
opened unto you; so give now unto us that ask; let us that
seek, find; open the gate unto us that knock." The revised
edition of 1911 read: "That they . . . may by this rite
truthfullv testify Cemphasis mine3 to that inner washing
through faith in the precious blood of Thy Son Jesus Christ."
(The F.M. Discipline C18823, 965 and C19113, 185)
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28:19 so that the gift of new birth could not be associated
with the act of baptism."' The first paragraph of the
address to the candidates was completely replaced, the focus
being that "God would continue His loving favor toward you"
instead that Christ would "give you . . . the eternal
life.""-* Lastly, the final prayer was almost totally
reworded, asking that the grace "mercifully vouchsafed to
these persons may not have been bestowed in vain," that God
may grant them "the greater baptism of the Holy Ghost," and
that God may grant them "constant victory over the world,
the flesh, and the devil."""
Bishop Marston interpreted the theological significance
of these revisions of the 1911 ritual for adults as follow:
CThe revisions] in general indicated more clearly
than did the original ritual that baptism witnesses
to the inner change of conversion rather than being
a means of conversion. By these changes the Free
Methodist Church was seeking to resolve the strange
inconsistency of John Wesley in whom, at this point
at least, high-church influence had tinged with a
suggestion of sacerdotalism his otherwise strongly
evangelical convictions."*
One thing that seems sure is that through these changes, the
Free Methodist Church explicitly defined adult baptism in
"' Ibid., (1883), 97; (1911), 185.
"^ Ibid., (1883), 97; (1911), 185 f.
"" Ibid., (1911), 187. The previous version was more
directed toward the burial of the "old Adam," the death of
"carnal affections," and the more general request that they
may receive the fullness of God's grace. (Ibid., C1883], 99)
"* Marston, From Aoe to Aoe. 292.
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terms of believer's baptism. The adult ritual would remain
unchanged until 1974.
All these facts, the publication of numerous articles
and the significant revisions of both rituals for infants
and for adults, confirm that this period was one of doctri
nal affirmation concerning water baptism.
The Preservation of the Status Quo
on Baptism: 1913-1949
The third period seemed characterized by a doctrinal
lethargy reflected in its attempt to preserve the status
quo. This is confirmed by the fact that nothing new took
place during this time. Speaking of an era that covers
almost the same period of time, Marston described it as
introverted, and as a time where the Free Methodist Church
"withdrew into itself to devote its energies more to saving
itself and conserving the past.""" Only nine articles on
baptism were published over a period of thirty-seven years
(a ratio of one article every five years) and these articles
were simply a repetition of what had already been articu
lated in the past. Obviously, no changes occurred in the
Pi scipl ine regarding the rituals of baptism.
The special emphasis that the present writer could
discern during that period was the attempt to distinguish
"�^ Marston, From Aoe to Age. 447. The period suggested
by Bishop Marston was from 1894 to 1944. This is not contra
dictory, but rather confirms that the period of doctrinal
affirmation (1882-1912) generated a defensive and introver-
sive tendency, which then produced a period of doctrinal
lethargy.
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the inner work of the Holy Spirit from the outward act of
baptism. All writers denied that water baptism has an
essential part in the new birth. For example, L. H.
Waldron, based on Adam Clark's teaching, argued that
"baptism is a public proof that ye have received (note, not
do or are going to receive, but have received) Christ as
your Savior.""" This was the official and generalized
view of that time, but it was not new. This belief had been
affirmed since the beginning and it simply confirms that
Free Methodism has always had difficulties seeing any
regenerative efficacy in the sacrament of baptism.
The "Baotistif ication" of the Free Methodist
Church! 1950 to the Present Day""
Although the Baptist influence had been threatening
traditional Methodist orthodoxy for many years, 1950 seems
clearly to mark a new era in the history of the Free Method
ist Church on its view on baptism. Donald N. Bastian,
bishop of the Canadian Free Methodist General Conference,
remarks, "Over the past half century there has been a
growing tendency among Free Methodists to argue for the
baptism of believers only."*'=* Believer's baptism with
"" L. H. Waldron, "Baptism," The Free Methodist 57 (May
20, 1924)! 4.
"" The term Baotistif ication has been used by the
historian Martin E. Marty to describe the phenomenon taking
place in American religion in recent times. (Martin E.
Marty, "Baptistif ication Takes Over," Christianity Today.
Sept. 2, 1983.
Donald N. Bastian, "The Baptism Issue in Perspec
tive," The Free Methodist Herald 61 (March 1983)! 5.
3S
infant dedication as its corollary started to become more
and more accepted by Free Methodists. This tendency has
been a slow but constant transition.
It is clear from the articles published in The Free
Methodist periodicals that the Baptist influence had been
there a long time. The following statement is from an
article written in 1900 which confirms that the problem was
already present in the church at that times
Why do you allow these defenders of immersion to
crowd it on your people and thus unsettle them and
cause so much dissatisfaction in the church?
Preach sprinkling and urge your people to have
their children all baptised, and in a short time
all this unsettled state of things about immersion
in Methodist churches would end.**
In the 1950' s the phenomenon occurred again but in a
different way. A new movement started in Free Methodism
promoting believer's baptism only, and seeking the rebaptism
of those baptized in their infancy.
Reaction to the Baptist influence. According to the
articles written during those years, a reaction resulted from
this phenomenon by a reaffirmation of infant baptism even to
the point of asserting that it is the duty of Christian
parents to baptize their children. Furthermore, although the
Free Methodist Church had in the past permitted rebaptism.
Free Methodist leaders opposed it during this decade.
** Fred Scott, "Immersion," The Free Methodist 33
<Nov. 13, 1900)! 3; see also by the same author "Easy
Questions For Immersionists to Answer?" The Free Methodist
36 (Feb. 10, 1903)! 3; and D. B. Turney, "Immersion Assump
tions," The Free Methodist 36 (May 12, 1903) s 2.
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For example, Bishop Marston wrote an article in 1956
entitled "The Church's Witness in Infant Baptism" that
illustrates this attitude.
The position of the Free Methodist Church is
defined in our eighteenth Article of Religion which
concluded with the declaration, "The baptism of
young children shall be retained in the Church."
. . . under this cardinal position of the church no
pastor or other authority can rightly deny baptism
to a child . . . nor rightly attempt to discourage
such parents from seeking a child's baptism, nor
hold invalid or unworthy the baptism of one having
received the ordinance in infancy, nor seek the
rebaptism of such. . . .
It is therefore disturbing that infiltration of
our stream of doctrine by other than Methodist
teaching on baptism has led some among us to seek
rebaptism, which the Christian church from ancient
time has held improper, and which that great Method
ist scholar, Adam Clarke, called "profane. "*�==
*= Leslie R. Marston, "The Church's Witness in Infant
Baptism," The Free Methodist 89 (July 10, 1956): 5. This
article had first been written by the request of Bishop
Marston' s son. Bob, who wanted the rationale supporting
infant baptism. In a personal letter to his son, Marston
wrote, "You said you desired a statement of reasons to
support you when your seminary fellows should learn that you
had Bonnie baptised and would "gang up" on you. It seems
strange that our own seminary men are so inclined to the
Baptist position and so confused about, if not antagonistic
toward, the Methodist position." (L. R. Marston, letter to
Bob Marston, 4 Jan. 1955, Marston Memorial Center, Indianap
olis, Ind.) In addition to that, W. C. Mavis, a professor
at Asbury Theological Seminary, responded in a personal
letter to Bishop Marston concerning this paper that he sent
to his son Bob. In the letter Mavis criticized the fact
that some Free Methodist ministers are too rigid in refusing
to baptize infants or in insisting only on one mode of
baptism, i.e. immersion. However, he clearly affirmed his
"personal preference for dedication of infants." (W. C.
Mavis, letter to L. R. Marston, 18 Jan. 1955, Marston
Memorial Center, Indianapolis, Ind.) All this is to show
that the problem was present even among the Free Methodist
professors and students who were in a strong Methodist
circle such as Asbury Theological Seminary, KY. This
tendency among some Asburian professors is also evinced by
an article written in 1970 by George A. Turner entitled
"Infant Baptism in Biblical and Historical Context," which
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G. B. Ingram, a Free Methodist pastor, also asserted that
"Christian parents are obligated to have their children
baptized. And those children . . . would not need to be
baptized again."*' Likewise, L. R. Cartwright in an arti
cle entitled "Concerning Infant Baptism� Is the ordinance
correct? The historic position of our church supported by
Scripture, reason and practice?" concluded as follow:
Let all Free Methodists be encouraged to believe
in the soundness of our doctrinal position on the
baptism of infants, and let us not be swayed by
any current opinion that this sacrament ought to
be something less than it is�an act of dedi
cation�or to be done away with altogether.*"*
These few statements from articles published in that decade
seem to be only the pick of a big iceberg that was to
surface again in the late 1960's.
Improvements in the baptismal practice. In the mean
time the denomination tried to improve the practice of the
sacrament of baptism. First, in 1955, as explained in From
Age to Aoe. "A set of questions was introduced for use in
the baptism of children above infancy and below the age of
argues that infant baptism has no biblical basis. This
article was likely seminal in C. W. King"s thesis <op. cit.)
written in 1974 which argues essentially the same thing.
(George A. Turner, "Infant Baptism in Biblical and Histori
cal Context," Weslevan Theological Journal 5 [Spring 19703:
11-21)
*' G. B. Ingram, "Infant Baptism," The Free Methodist
84 (Aug. 7, 1951): 2.
*"* L. R. Cartwright, "Concerning Infant Baptism� Is the
ordinance correct? The historic position of our church
supported by Scripture, reason and practice?" The Free
Methodist 88 (Oct. 18, 1955): 10.
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twelve, these questions being more suited to youthful
understanding than the questions asked to adult candi
dates."*" These questions were to replace the questions
to parents or guardians in the ritual for infant baptism.
Bishop Marston explained that "this step expressed the
concern, growing in the church in recent years, for
Christian conversion and nurture of the young."**
In 1955 also, the General Conference ordered that a
ceremony for the affirmation of baptismal vows be drawn up.
The Free Methodist Church had been ninety-five years without
a ritual for those who had been baptized in infancy and who
wished to become members of the church.*^ Bishop Marston
again explained the purpose of this ceremony, "After the
child's conversion and in connection with his joining the
church, he is then to declare for himself the vows made in
behalf by his parents at the time of his baptism."*" This
provision was only to be made official by its inclusion in
the next Book of Discipline edited in I960.*"
The culminant decades. In spite of these improvements,
the problem mentioned earlier remained. That the denomination
was well aware of it is demonstrated in the following. One of
*" Marston, From Aoe to Aoe. 292; cf. the F.M. Disci-
pline (1955), 231.
** Marston, From Aoe to Aae. 292.
*'' King, op. cit., 309.
*" Marston, From Aoe to Aoe. 340.
*" The F.M. Discipline (1960), 230 f.
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the "Confidentially Yours, "'"=' sent in 1964, complained
that "there are pastors who . . . refuse to baptize infants
and young children, insisting rather upon a service of dedi
cation" and it then recalls the duty of the Free Methodist
elders to administer baptism according to the Articles of
Religion of the Book of Discipline."*
In the 1969 General Conference, there was also a motion
concerning baptism that was adopted and that pushed further
the issue of infant baptism, which read:
We recommend that a study be made under the
Board of Bishops to clarify the position of the
relating to infant baptism and dedication and if
"*=" "Confidentially Yours" are confidential letters sent
to all the Free Methodist ministers by the general superin-
tendency of the Board of Bishops of North America when
important issues need to be clarified.
"* The Board of Bishops of the Free Methodist Church of
North America, Clyde E. Van Vail in, ed.. Pastor's Handbook
of the Free Methodist Church. 2nd ed. (Winona Lake, Ind.:
Light and Life Press, 1986), 170 f.
"* It can be argued that the Free Methodist Church was
already trying to work out a solution for the problem that
infant baptism was creating. As early as 1955 two separate
rituals for the baptism and dedication of children had been
written by a Joint Commission of the Free Methodist and the
Wesleyan Methodist Churches in connection with merger talks.
(Proposed Discipline of the United Weslevan Methodist Church
C19553, 103 f.) It is interesting to note that both the
Free Methodist and the Wesleyan Methodist Disciol ines
contained identical statements on Christian baptism but they
both agreed to include a new ritual for the dedication of
infants. (Howard Albert Snyder, "Unity and the Holiness
Churches: A Study of Moves Toward Unity among Selected
American Protestant Denominations Affiliated with the
National Holiness Association" CB.Div. thesis, Asbury
Theological Seminary, 19663, 145, 148) Would it mean that
they were both having difficulties with this issue and that
the merger was a good opportunity to discretely bring into
their Disciol ine a new alternative?
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they deem it necessary to prepare a ceremony for
the dedication of infants."'
Finally, the 1974 General Conference adopted a new
ritual of infant baptism so that it could be used either for
baptism or dedication, according to the parents' wishes."*
This was a determinative decision and many factors led to
it. First, the Study Commission on Doctrine"" had proposed
both a revised ritual for the baptism of infants and an
"' Free Methodist Church of North America, General
Conference, 1969, Minutes, "Paper no. 226 adopted, " Tenth
Sitting, 109.
"^ Ibid., "Paper no. 6 adopted," Fifth Sitting, 1974,
88, 90. The new ritual had the following footnote: "If the
parents wish this to be a dedication ceremony, the pastor
shall substitute the statement of baptism with the following
words: 'We, your pastor and your parents, dedicate you,
(name of child) to God and the service of His Kingdom,
in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit.
Amen.' (When dedicating water shall not be used.)"
"" Dr. Paul Livermore, professor at Roberts Wesleyan
College, NY, and member of the Study Commission on Doctrine
(SCOD) since 1979 gives a good insight into what the status
and function of SCOD were, and the reason for the changes
proposed at the 1974 General Conference: "There was a SCOD
leading up to the Conference of 1974. However, this form of
the Commission was a bit different from that since 1979-
(1) . . . this SCOD was not a standing body but and ad hoc
one. Its function was to work with a similar group appointed
by the Wesleyan Church as the two churches explored the
possibility of merger. . . . The FMC General Conference of
1974 voted to merge; the Wesleyan of 1975 voted against it.
However, many of the results of that Commission's work . . .
which found their way into the Disciol ine have remained there
since. (2) There was one important change as far as baptism
is concerned, and that was the introduction of alternate
form of the ritual for infants in which a dedication and not
a baptism could occur. . . . (3) Some of the impetus for
this change came from the Wesleyans who do not baptize
infants. Some of it also came from within the FMC." (Dr.
Paul Livermore, letter to author, Apr. 17, 1991)
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alternative ritual -for dedication of children."* Second,
there were various proposals asking either for the revision
of infant baptism or for an alternative service for infant
dedication."" And third, as reflected in many of these
proposals and confirmed by a survey taken by Carroll Wesley
King in October, 1974, there was a growing insistence both by
some parents and pastors for a ritual of infant dedication.""
Only after the 1974 General Conference the issue of
"* The rituals proposed by SCOD had been written by
Lyle E. Williams, "Rewrite of Paragraph 481�Baptism of
Infants" and "Ritual for Dedication of Children," Collection
of Papers presented to the 1974 General Conference of the
Free Methodist Church (edited Apr. 2, 1974), 38-43.
"" Paper nos. 2, 4, 5, 6, 7 asked for the revision of
ritual for the baptism of infants because they considered
the language obsolete. Paper nos. 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 124,
127, 128 asked for an alternative ritual for a ritual
service for the dedication of infants. Two resolutions even
asked for the discontinuation of the practice of infant
baptism. For example. Paper no. 208 proposed the deletion
of the last sentence of Article XVIII, "Of Baptism," which
read, "The baptism of young children is to be retained in
the church." Likewise, Paper no. 125 requested that the
wording, "infant baptism," used in Paragraph 481 of the F.M.
Disciol ine be changed to read, "infant dedication." (Reso
lutions for the 1974 General Conference Minutes of the Free
Methodist Church of North America, pp. 1-4, 6-13, 91-93)
"" King's survey, which had for purpose "to discover the
general belief and practice with regard to infant baptism
currently in our CFree Methodist] denomination," showed that
to the question no. 6, "Do you prefer infant baptism or
infant dedication?" Among the 65 ministers who returned the
questionnaire and 39 lay people, the responses were: Minis
ters � for baptism, 31; for dedication, 31. Lay people �
for baptism, 3; for dedication, 34. To the question no. 9,
"Would you like to see a service for infant dedication added
to our book of Discipline as an alternative to the present
rituals for infant baptism and affirmation of baptismal
vows?" The responses were: Ministers � Yes, 49; No, 10;
Uncertain, 2. Lay people � Yes, 35; No, 2; Uncertain, 3.
(King, op. cit., 310; see also his Appendixes A, B, C, and D)
infant baptism versus infant dedication started to be dis
cussed openly and that interactions were encouraged. During
the next ten years writings abounded on both side of the
issue. A Th.M. thesis was written by W. C. King on "Infant
Baptism in Biblical and Wesleyan Theology." Eight articles
and sixteen letters were published either in Light and Life.
The Free Methodist Herald, or The Free Methodist Pastor, the
three Free Methodist channels of the time in North America
(a ratio of 2.5 publications per year on baptism which is
the highest in all Free Methodist history).
During this period, however, the Study Commission on
Doctrine was not commissioned to work on this issue.""
Only in 1985 the General Conference ordered the Commission
to deal with the issue of infant baptism and infant dedi
cation again. The Light and Life magazine, in a report of
the major actions of the 1985 General Conference, explains
why this decision was taken:
Most resolutions regarding the question of
infant baptism or infant dedication cited wide
spread confusion about our church's two options
for parents. Various resolutions proposed to move
the denomination in favor of infant dedication.
One sought to insure the preservation of infant
baptism. These and all others were merged into
another which called for "the Board of Bishops
and the Study Commission on Doctrine, in light
of our Methodist roots, to review the theology,
procedures, and liturgies for Christian initiation
"" In fact, between 1974 and 1979, there was no SCOD in
function, and between 1979-1985 SCOD did nothing on baptism
because it was not asked to. (Livermore, op. cit., 2 f.)
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and to make proposals to the next General
Conference. ""^
The key decision was the passing of a resolution providing
the addition of a distinct ritual for a service of infant
dedication."* This decision confirmed the desire by the
denomination to provide both options.
At the last General Conference (1989), baptism was not
an issue and the Study Commission on Doctrine made no pro
posals as was promised at the previous General Conference.
Dr. Paul Livermore, a member of this commission, explains
what happened:
For a variety of reasons, most important of which
were (1) the topic had been worked over not that
long before and (2) the topic of baptism was swept
up in the question of the sacraments (along with a
paper on the Lord's Supper, which had not been
worked on for literally years) the subject of
baptism itself was given a low priority. It did
not surface again in the Conference of 1989."=
The changes in the rituals of baptism. Many changes
occurred between 1974 and 1985 in the Free Methodist rituals
both for infant and adult baptisms. The revision of 1974 in
the ritual for infants included the following changes. The
introductory exhortation was totally rewritten with a strong
"�=� Jay F. Dudley, "A Closer Look at the Major Actions,"
Light and Life. Oct. 1985, 11.
"* Free Methodist Church of North America, General
Conference, 1985, Minutes, "Infant Dedication," Paper
no. 662 adopted, 591 f.
"� Livermore, op. cit., 3. John W. Vlainic, another
member of the Study Commission on Doctrine, simply comments
that "other issues with greater immediate importance forced
the committee to put the infant baptism issue on the back
burner." (John W. Vlainic, letter to author. May 13, 1991)
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emphasis on the responsibility of the parents to instruct
their children in the Christian faith."' The first prayer
was shortened with a new focus on the privilege of the
parents and the church to prepare these children for God's
service.""* The four questions to the parents were
rephrased according in contemporary English and a short
introduction to these questions was added."" A charge to
the congregation was added."* A reading of the Gospel was
"' Here are the new elements in the introductory exhor
tation! (1) the scriptural references were changed from Mark
10! 14 and Acts 2!39 to Deuteronomy 6:6-7; (2) the twofold
purpose of baptizing the child "that he may be consecrated
. . . to the service of his Creator and that he may receive
the sign and seal of the covenant of grace" was deleted and
replaced by a charge to the parents that they "should dili
gently rear" their children in the Christian faith; (3) the
twofold call upon God for his mercy so that the child "being
made partaker of the divine nature may grow up into Christ
. . . unto the measure of the stature of the fullness of
Christ" and for the parents, "that they may properly dis
charge all the duties they owe to this child" was replaced
by, "that by the aid of the Holy Spirit you may help him/her
to come to an early knowledge of sins forgiven, to become
steadfast in the faith . . . that he/she shall triumphantly
enter the life which is to come." (The F.M. Disciol ine
C 19603, 199; and C 19743, 227)
""* In the revised prayer, (1) the allusion the "covenant*
keeping God" was deleted; (2) the phrase "you have made it our
privilege to dedicate our children to thy service" was
replaced by "you have made it our privilege to prepare our
children to your service"; (3) the petition for the parents
was shortened with a new focus that "as a family united in
Christ all of them Cparents and children 3 might come to the
everlasting kingdom." (Ibid., C19603, 199 f.; C19743, 227 f.)
"" The introduction to these questions that was added
read: "In order that God and this church might know your
purpose, will you answer the following questions." The
content of the questions was the same except that the last
question was shorten. (Ibid., C19603, 200 f.; C19743, 228)
"* This address read: "You have heard the charge given
to these parents. Do you, as members of the congregation.
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inserted <Mark 10! 13-16)."" The Lord's Prayer was replaced
by a prayer -for the child and the parents."" A closing
benediction was added (Jude 24, 25)."" And finally, the
footnote was added allowing the use of this ritual for the
dedication of infants."''
Because 1974 was a transitory phase in the life of the
church concerning the ritual of infant baptism, some of
these changes were to be revised again in 1979."* First,
the introductory exhortation was rewritten again. The
emphasis on the responsibility of parents to instruct their
children in the Christian faith was lessened and the focus
placed on the privilege the parents have to dedicate their
children to the Lord."= Second, the covenant theme and the
acknowledge and accept your responsibility to provide an
atmosphere conductive to the spiritual growth and develop
ment of this child, and will you aid him to make a personal
commitment to Christ. If so, let your acceptance be known
by standing." (Ibid., C1974:, 228)
"" Ibid. , 228 f -
"" Ibid., 229.
"" Ibid.
"�=* Ibid.
"* The revision was presented by Bishop Paul N. Ellis at
the 1979 General Conference. The resolution adopted suggested
a new ritual on the basis that "the merging of a proposed
ritual for infant baptism with that of a proposed ritual for
infant dedication made for some awkwardness in the ritual for
infant baptism in the 1974 Book of Discipline. (Free Method
ist Church of North America, General Conference, 1979,
Minutes, "Paper no. 279 adopted," Fifth Sitting, 528 f.)
"= Among the major changes, (1) the scriptural references
were again to be revised and in addition of Deut. 6! 6-7, Mt.
19! 14 and Acts 2!39 were included; (2) the purpose of the
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petition -for the child that he or she may be delivered from
the power of sin and Satan were reintroduced in the first
prayer, in addition to a petition for the congregation that
was inserted."' Third, the introduction to the questions to
the parents that had been inserted in 1974 was deleted,""*
and the charge to the congregation was modified."" Lastly,
the reading of Mark 10:13-16 was deleted,"* and the final
prayer modified.""
ritual is expressed in these words, "These parents now bring
this child to offer him in dedication and to pledge in the
presence of the congregation, to bring him up in the Lord's
discipline and instruction." (F.M. Discipl ine C1979], 277)
"' The covenant theme and the prayer for the child had
been deleted in the revision of 1974. In the 1979 edition,
however, the aspect of the covenant is explicitly expressed in
two occasions: "God, who has made saving covenant with your
people" and "we thank you that it is our privilege to dedicate
our children to you, in steadfast hope that they will cleave
to your covenant and live to your glory." The prayer for the
congregation, for its part, was a new insertion and reads, "We
pray for the congregation, that we may faithfully discharge
our duties to both parents and child." (Ibid., C1979], 278)
'"* Ibid., (1974), 228; (1979), 278 f. The fourth ques
tion that had been shortened in 1974 was lengthened again in
the 1979 edition, introducing the elements of teaching the
commandments and promises of God, and of discipline and
i nstruction.
"" The charge to the congregation that had been intro
duced in 1974 was modified in 1979 and which now reads: "The
congregation will now stand. Let us acknowledge our duty to
strengthen this family with prayers and encouragement, thus
aiding both parents and child to fulfill all that here has
been promised." (Ibid., C 19793, 279)
"* The same theme had been introduced in the exhortation
with the reading of Mt. 19:14.
"" Ibid., (1979), 279. Nothing significant was modified
in the second prayer except that in footnote it says that the
minister may substitute it by an extemporaneous prayer "which
will include the petitions set forth in the printed prayer."
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In the 1985 edition o-f the Book of Discipline."" few
changes were made to the ritual of infant baptism, but a
distinct ritual for infant dedication was introduced. In
the ritual of baptism, only a new question was introduced to
the parents, which reads, "Will you faithfully strive by
word and example to lead this child to personal faith in
Christ?""" The only differences between the two rituals
of baptism and of dedication are (1) the insertion of a new
question to the parents to replace two of the questions used
in the ritual for infant bapti sm! (2) a different
statement for the act of dedication;**** (3) only an extem
poraneous prayer fol lows; **'=' and (4) there is no closing
benediction.
The theological significance of these revisions of the
ritual for infants is obvious. Because between 1974 until
1985 the ritual was to be used either for baptism and
"" The 1989 edition remained unchanged with regard to
the rituals of baptism.
"" Ibid., (1985), 222.
**="= The new question is, "Will you endeavor to live a
life before this child which will give witness to your faith
in Jesus Christ?" instead "Do you, so far as you are able on
his or her behalf, renounce the devil and his works, the
lure of the world and the sinful desire of fallen man . . .
so far as you are able, you will keep this child from
following them?" and "Will you faithfully strive by word and
example to lead this child to personal faith in Christ?"
loi The statement for dedication was expanded with a
short reference to Mary and Joseph who presented Jesus to
God in the time of his infancy. (Ibid., C19853, 225)
*�=*= There is no mention concerning the content of this
closing prayer. (Ibid., 226)
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dedication, all references to the theological meaning of
baptism were deleted. Baptism had now become a mere service
in which a child is dedicated to God, and in which the
parents or the guardians with the congregation commit them
selves to God to raise the child in the Christian faith.
Even after the introduction of a distinct ritual for infant
dedication in 1985, the content of the ritual of baptism
remained the same. Infant baptism is explicitly understood
as a service of dedication and consecration rather than as a
sacrament.
Some minor changes in the ritual of adult baptism were
also adopted in 1974 to update some words and phrases to the
present-day usage of language. The modifications have,
nevertheless, some theological significance in the fact that
the ritual still more explicitly expressed that the person
who is baptized must already be regenerated. This is seen
in the first prayer and in the insertion of a new question
to the person who is baptized. The prayer says, "May by
this act truthfully testify that they have received that
inner washing through faith in the atoning blood of your Son,
Jesus Christ. "**="* And the new question asks, "Do you have
103 free Methodist Church of North America, General
Conference, 1974, Minutes, "Paper no. 14 adopted," Fifth
Sitting, 86.
^'^'^ The F.M. Discipline (1974), 231. The former
version of this prayer meant the same thing but was less
explicit. It said, "May by the rite truthfully testify to
that inner washing through faith in the precious blood of
thy Son Jesus Christ." (Ibid., C19603, 203)
52
assurance that your sins are forgiven through faith in Jesus
Christ our Lord?" *'='='
In 1979, some revisions of language were made again,
which have remained until the present day. Except the
language that was updated to contemporary usage, only the
introductory exhortation and the first prayer were signifi
cantly modified.**"*" The theme of the covenant, and the
ideas that salvation is through the redemptive acts of Christ
only and that baptism is a means of grace, are emphasized,
which give more meaning to the sacrament than before.
These four periods reflect in a general way the Free
Methodist attitudes on baptism in its history. The church
moved from considering baptism as a secondary issue, to a
strong affirmation of a more traditional Methodist view of
the sacrament, which was an attempt to keep the status quo,
but was finally challenged by a growing preference toward
'
Ibid., (1974), 232. A detail of few significance
in this revision was that a closing benediction (Jude 24,
25) was added to the ritual. It was then to be deleted in
the next edition in 1979.
The revised ritual was proposed by Bishop Paul N.
Ellis, and adopted at the 1979 General Conference. The
reason for the revision was that the ritual had not been, in
fact, updated to contemporary language in the 1974 Book of
Disciol ine. But an analysis of the revised ritual reveals
that the changes were not only linguistic. (Free Methodist
Church of North America, General Conference, 1979, Minutes,
"Paper no. 280 adopted," Fifth Sitting, 531 f.)
Ibid., (1989), 184. In this new revision baptism
as a means of grace is clearly affirmed in the following:
"We therefore implore you to pray that through this means of
grace he/she may be further moved to keep covenant with God
and so may he/she ever experience the constant washing of
regeneration and the renewing of the Holy Spirit."
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believer's baptism instead of infant baptism. The decision
of the denomination was to work out a compromise, allowing
both infant baptism and infant dedication.
The Free Methodist Doctrine of Baptism
Having this historical background in mind, it is now
possible to advance the study by defining the doctrine of
baptism as found in Free Methodism. A description of the
meaning and practice will constitute the twofold definition
of the Free Methodist doctrine of baptism.
The Meaning of Baptism
The meaning of baptism in Free Methodism can be defined
in considering general topics such ass means of grace,
baptismal regeneration, sign of divine grace, seal of the
covenant of grace, dedication, and benefits. Although
similar themes will be reiterated in the following chapters,
each time they will emphasise some characteristics peculiar
to each tradition, that is Free Methodist, Wesleyan, and
American Methodist.
A means of grace. The Free Methodist understandings of
the meaning of baptism need to be studied first from the
general perspective of the sacraments which have always been
seen as means of grace. The early Free Methodist Disciol ine
affirmed!
Sacraments ordained of Christ are not only badges
or tokens of Christian men's profession, but
rather they are certain signs of grace and God's
good will toward us, by the which he doth work
invisibly in us, and doth not only quicken, but
54
also strengthen and confirm our faith in
him.
Today the Disciol ine says:
They Cthe sacramentsD are means of grace through
faith, tokens of our profession of Christian
faith, and signs of God's gracious ministry toward
us. By them. He CChrist] works within us to
quicken, strengthen, and confirm our faith.***"
Although the sacraments in present Free Methodism are
still seen as means of grace, the terminology used accentu
ates the aspect of faith more than the early Free Methodist
Di scipl ine did. Before the emphasis was on God's grace and
God's good will toward human beings. Today the divine and
the human are put side by side at an equal level. Further�
more, faith seems to be the prerequisite for the sacraments
to be means of grace, which may seem inconsistent with the
practice of baptising infants. Finally, the grace communi
cated by using the sacraments is restricted "to quicken,
strengthen, and confirm" one's faith. This affirmation
suggests that the baptismal grace is confined "to quicken,
strengthen, and confirm" one's faith.
Free Methodism has never believed that baptism is
either essential to or that it guarantees salvation. This
is exemplified by the fact that most Free Methodists have
the conviction that saving grace depends on personal faith.
Although, officially, the denomination has always tried to
abide in the doctrine taught by Methodism concerning the
Ibid. , (1860) , 23 f -
�o-�. Ibid., (1989), 14.
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efficacy of baptism�that it is not just a sign or a badge
of Christian profession, but neither is it a saving or
regenerating ordinance�the tendency, unwittingly, has
always been to play down the value and efficacy of baptism.
This can be seen in the fact that early Free Methodists often
called baptism an ordinance instead of a sacrament.****
The revision of the ritual for the baptism of adults
that occurred in 1911�which has remained almost the same
until the present day except for the language�explicitly
indicates that baptism only witnesses to the inner change
that has already happened in the adult person who is bap
tized. For infants, no efficacy is expected from the rite
itself because there is no distinction in status between a
child who is baptized and one who is only dedicated. There
fore, the official position of the Free Methodist Church has
never been one with an efficacious sacramental view.
Thus, it is clear that in Free Methodism, water baptism
�as a means of grace�has never been understood as saving
ordinance. It is not believed to be intended to change the
heart or to be the means of remission of sins. The reality
symbolized in the rite of baptism is the most important
thing.
**** In 1866, the revision of the ritual for infant
baptism introduced the words "solemn ordinance" in the
introductory exhortation instead of the word "sacrament."
(The F.M. Discipline [1866], 104) B. T. Roberts himself
preferred the expression "the ordinance of baptism."
(See for example, "Inward and Outward Grace," The Earnest
Christian 37 CMay, 18793: 133 f.; "Awake," The Earnest
Christian 48 CAug. 18843: 37)
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The rejection of baptismal regeneration. With such a
limited understanding of baptism, it is obvious that bap
tismal regeneration has never been encouraged, and very few
Free Methodists believe in such a doctrine. The early
revisions of the rituals explicitly and deliberately purged
the sections where baptismal regeneration was implied.
Likewise, Bishop Marston declared:
The Free Methodist Church maintains that the
grace ministered to baptism is not regenerating
grace, either in adult or in infant; and the
Church firmly stands opposed to the doctrine of
baptismal regeneration.***
This conviction is confirmed in the writings published
on the subject by Free Methodists. From all the books
written, or articles and letters published in Free Methodist
periodicals, only one writer affirmed holding an efficacious
sacramental view.**= In 1974, King also took a survey on
infant baptism which showed that out of sixty-five Free
Methodist ministers and forty-one lay people, respectively
only three and one responded "yes" to the question, "Do you
think that baptism washes away the guilt of an infant's
original sin, engrafts him into Christ, and makes him a
member of Christ's Church?"**' All these facts show that
Free Methodism definitively does not hold that either an
adult or an infant can be regenerated in baptism.
*** Marston, From Age to Aoe. 341.
**= Cartwright, op. cit., 6.
**' King, op. cit., 346, 348.
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A sign of divine grace. The Free Methodist Church has,
nevertheless, defined baptism as a sign of divine grace.
The problem is to determine the kind of connection that
exists between the sign and the grace it signifies. For
example, although the Free Methodist Discipline from 1860 to
1974 stipulated that, "baptism is not only a sign of pro
fession . . . but it is also a sign of regeneration or the
new birth,"**-* it has already been shown that very early
Free Methodism rejected the view that the new birth may be
received in the act of baptism.
Much confusion exists in Free Methodism to explain the
grace signified in baptism. Some believe that for infants,
the grace signified is the prevenient grace.**" The more
commonly supported view is that baptism is the sign of
inclusion in the covenant of grace and in the fellowship of
the Christian community.*** The Free Methodist Discipline
since 1974 has clarified this issue and is an insightful
contribution, affirming in the Articles of Religion that
water baptism is a sacrament of the church . . .
signifying acceptance of the benefits of the
atonement of Jesus Christ to be administrated to
believers, as declaration of their faith in Jesus
Christ as Savior.
Baptism is a symbol of the new covenant of
*** The F.M. Discipline <1862>, 24.
**" A. R. Harley is one of those who support this view.
("A Fresh Look at Infant Baptism," The Free Methodist Pastor
CDec. 19783! If.)
*** L. R. Marston was a strong supporter of this view.
("The Church's Witness in Infant Baptism," 8; cf. King, op.
cit., 311)
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grace as circumcision was the symbol o-f the old
covenant. * *"
This statement unequivocally af -firms that baptism is both a
sign of the acceptance of the benefits of the atonement of
Christ and of the new covenant of grace. Therefore, in the
official Free Methodist understanding, baptism is a sign of
something that has already taken place in a believer, but
also a sign of acceptance into the covenant of grace which
includes both believers and infants.
A sign more than a seal of the covenant of grace. It
appears that covenant theology has constituted an important
component in the Free Methodist understanding of baptism.
In fact, this view has been adopted very early by Free
Methodism as an alternative to avoid a sacramental i st
view.**" The Christian Church is perceived as the continu
ance of the covenant with Abraham and its completion. Baptism
was substituted for circumcision as a seal, but both are
analogous as the mark of belonging to the people of God.**"
**" The F.M. Discipline (1989), 18.
**" As seen earlier, the ritual for infants in 1866 was
revised to focus on the covenant of grace instead of regen
eration. The introductory exhortation read, "This child has
been brought hither that he may be consecrated . . . , and
that he may receive the sign and the seal Cemphasis mine3 of
the covenant of grace (The F.M. Disciol ine C 18663, 104 f.)
This notion was certainly the product of R. Watson's influ
ence which will be analyzed in Chapter 5.
**" L. Mendenhall in an article entitled "Infant
Baptism" argued over and over that "circumcision which was
the sign and the seal has been changed to baptism." He also
argued circumcision and baptism are not only signs but also
seals because they were confirmed by God. (op. cit., 2 f.)
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In the same way that children were proper subjects for
circumcision in the Abrahamic covenant, they are also they
are also eligible for baptism in the gospel covenant. They
also have the privilege to be included in the family of God.
Baptism is therefore seen as both the sign and the seal under
the gospel dispensation of the covenant of grace.
This notion of baptism as the sign and seal of the
covenant of grace was particularly prominent with early Free
Methodism, and it has continued to be part of the Free
Methodist theology of baptism. It was still affirmed in the
1950's by Bishop Marston, and in 1984 by Paul N. Ellis,
who served as a bishop of the Free Methodist Church from
1964-1979.
But a change can be discerned in the official Free
Methodist stance. The emphasis is now put more on the sign
than the seal. Baptism is not understood any more as
This notion of baptism as a seal� i.e., a con
firming sign� is explicitly expressed by the following early
Free Methodist writers: D. B. Turney, for example, declared,
"Baptism is . . . God's profession to man, placed upon man
as the seal of the Divine covenant." ("Infant Baptism,"
CFeb. 15, 18883: 3) J. F. Wilkinson, talking about the
baptism of infants, said, "To deprive them of baptism would
be to deprive them of the seal of the covenant. ("Baptism�
Its subjects and Mode," The Free Methodist 39 CJan. 23,
19063: 2) Likewise, S. V. McVey affirmed, "Baptism as a
Christian ordinance is very significant and impressive. It
is a seal under the gospel dispensation of the covenant of
grace." ("Christian Baptism," The Free Methodist 45 CSept.
24, 19123: 2) See also Bolton, "Christian Baptism" (Dec. 17
and Dec. 24, 1884); Woertendyke, op. cit. (Sept. 7, 1887).
Marston, "The Church's Witness in Infant Baptism," 5.
Paul N. Ellis, "Why We Baptise Infants," Light and
Life 117 CJuly 1984): 23.
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putting a seal on that covenant; rather, it is reduced to a
"witness" according to Marston's view, or a "symbol" accord
ing to the Disciol ine. This understanding certainly
helps to be more tolerant with parents who prefer having
their children dedicated. These children can still be seen
as part of the covenant community based on the value of the
atonement of Christ, only the "symbol" or the sign of this
reality is missing.
Baptism as dedication. Another strong element in the
Free Methodist theology is the understanding of baptism as
dedication. Very early the term dedication was included in
the meaning of baptism. Referring to the 1866 revisions of
the ritual for infant baptism. King affirms "there was a
definite shift away from the baptismal regeneration tendency
. . . toward the making of infant baptism an act of dedi
cation on the part of the parents. " King argues that
the focus of the ceremony shifted from the child, which was
predominant in the 1860 ritual, to the parents. This
argument is clearly supported by the prayers for the parents
and the baptismal vows that have to be taken by them
also.
The Discipl ine since 1974 reads, "Baptism is a
symbol of the new covenant of grace as circumcision was the
symbol of the old covenant."
King, op. cit., 304.
Ibid., 305.
la* Ibid.
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That this emphasis on dedication has remained a part of
the Free Methodist understanding of baptism is clearly shown
throughout the Free Methodist history. First, always the
Di scipl ine has maintained this dedicatory perspective in the
ritual of baptism. Second, most Free Methodists who have
written on the theology and practice of infant baptism have
talked in similar terms to an early Free Methodist who said
that it is "the obligation of Christian parents to dedicate
their children to the Lord in Baptism. " *==" Very few Free
Methodists have ever opposed this understanding.
These facts support the point that in Free Methodism
the rite of baptism is more dedicatory in nature than sacra
mental. This teaching certainly contributed to open the way
for the view that infant baptism is purely an act of dedi
cation, which then facilitated the acceptance of infant
dedication as a Christian alternative for infant baptism.
The benefits of baptism. While most Free Methodists
have never attached to baptism any idea of efficacy, and in
Mendenhall, "Infant Baptism" (June 18, 1884): 2.
Many other Free Methodist writers have had a similar
language. For example, J. F. Wilkinson said that "persons
who thus dedicate their children to God, in baptism, are
supposed to take upon them the requisite obligation of
training to the service of God." (Op. cit., 2) See also
A. Lenkerd, "The Children-Covenant," The Free Methodist 42
(March 23, 1909): 35 Ingram, "Infant Baptism," 25 Marston,
"The Church's Witness to Infant Baptism," 5.
*=^� The only Free Methodist who definitely fought this
view was L. R. Cartwright, in 1955, who, arguing for bap
tismal regeneration, declared, "Let us not be swayed by any
current opinion that this sacrament ought to be less than it
is�an act of dedication�or to be done away all together."
(op. ci t. , 11)
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the case of infants, have understood baptism more as a dedi
cation than a sacrament, yet it has been believed that some
benefits are bestowed in baptism. The problem, however, has
been to identify these benefits in a clear and explicit
manner. Here is one of the most undefined elements in the
Free Methodist understanding of baptism.
As mentioned earlier, very few Free Methodists believe
some kind of regenerative grace or washing away of sins is
bestowed in the outward act of baptism. These graces are
only received through the inward experience of the new birth
by the acceptance of the benefits of the atonement which is
signified in water baptism. Therefore, baptism is only the
symbol of the inward washing from the guilt of sin and of
regeneration.
The only benefit that is officially recognised in Free
Methodism is that baptism is the initiatory rite through
which both believers and infants are introduced into the
visible church. Donald N. Bastian, bishop of the Free
Methodist Church in Canada, declared, "The Free Methodist
Church . . . holds that baptism is the rite of entrance into
the visible church. "^^^^ This benefit can be associated
either with infant or believer's baptism.
Concerning infant baptism, traditionally the denomi
nation has held that, by baptism, infants are dedicated to
Donald N. Bastian, Belonging! Adventures in Church
Membership (Winona Lake, Ind.: Light and Life Press, 1980),
132.
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God, included in the covenant of grace, and benefit from the
baptismal vow taken by their parents and the church. Paul
N. Ellis says, "The church, in baptism, accepts the child in
a formal but spiritual manner and pledges to confirm that
child, in cooperation with the parents, in the Christian
faith."*'*' This is the value of their admission into the
fellowship of the Christian community.
The Practice of Baptism
Closely related to its theological meaning, the Free
Methodist practice of baptism can be reviewed in exploring
who the church has designated as proper subjects for
baptism, how it has dealt with the question of rebaptism,
and what it has considered the appropriate mode of baptism.
The sub iects of baptism. As to the subjects of
baptism, the Free Methodist traditional view has held that
all true believers in Christ who have not been baptized and
infants are proper candidates. Like the Christian church in
general, the Free Methodist Church believes that all sinners
justified by faith in Christ alone and regenerated by the
Holy Spirit are proper subjects for baptism. This view has
never been an issue.*'*
130 Ellis, "Why We Baptize Infants," 23.
*'* This issue had been settled at the 1911 General
Conference with the revision of the ritual for adult baptism
which explicitly mentioned that only those who were already
born again were proper candidates for baptism. (cf. Coffee,
"Our Ritual on Baptism," 3)
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The question that has confronted the Free Methodist
Church is, "Are believers the only proper subjects of
baptism?" In the past the answer was almost unanimously
"no!" Most early Free Methodists, according to their
Methodist tradition, believed that infants were also proper
subjects of baptism on the basis of covenant theology. For
example, L. Mendenhall, talking about the Abrahamic covenant,
asserted, "The covenant remaining unchanged, the subjects
remain the same, which always included chi Idren. " Some
writers, like J. S. Bolton went so far as to argue that the
spiritual significance of parents who refuse to baptize their
children was "the same as a positive rejection of the cove
nant of grace."*" Some writers have argued that only
children of Christian parents were proper subjects,*"*
while some others have supported that all children are true
subjects by virtue of the unconditional benefits of the
atonement.*'" In general, the Free Methodists baptize
only children of Christian parents because of the vows
*'= L. Mendenhall, "Infant Baptism," 2. See also D. B.
Turney, "Something on Baptism," 3, and "Infant Baptism�No.
2," 2; Woertendyke, op. cit. (Sept. 7, 1897): 2.; Wilkinson,
op. cit. (Jan. 23, 1906): 2; and Marston, From Aoe to Age.
340.
*" J. S. Bolton, "Christian Baptism" (Dec. 3): 3.
*'^ Woertendyke, op. cit. (Sept. 7, 1897): 2; (Sept.
14, 1897): 2.
*'" Berry, op. cit. 3; Turney, Were Infants to Be Bap
tized?" 3; Paul N. Ellis, letter to Donald M. Zimmerman, 9
March 1978, Marston Memorial Historical Center, Indianapolis,
Ind.
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parents have to take.*'*
But the traditional Free Methodist view for infant
baptism has been more and more contested during the last
decades, as Bishop Donald N. Bastian observed:
Over the past half century there has been a
growing tendency among Free Methodists to argue
for the baptism of believers only. As yet,
however, no study has been made to test the
opinions of pastors and laity and show how many
lean to one side of the issue and how many to
the other.*'"
The divergences between the two camps, infant baptism and
believer's baptism still exist today. This is why the
denomination also provides the option of infant dedication.
The Article of Religion on "Baptism" in the Book of Disci
pline since 1974 clearly maintains that the Free Methodist
Church still holds that both Christian believers and infants
are proper subjects for water baptism.*'"
The basis for infant baptism, however, has been modi
fied. The old argument of the Abrahamic covenant has been
replaced by a more commonly accepted view. The Disciol ine
now says that baptism is "a symbol of the new covenant of
grace as circumcision was the symbol of the old covenant
Cemphasis mine]"; and that baptism is simply a recognition
of the fact that infants are also partakers of the benefits
*'* Donald N. Bastian, "The Baptism Issue in Perspec
tive," The Free Methodist Herald 61 (March 1983): 5.
*'" Ibid.
i=sa xhe F.M. Discipline (1974), 18.
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o-f the atonement of Jesus Christ.*'" Indirectly, this
view implies that all infants are proper subjects, but in the
Free Methodist history this alternative has been restricted
by the fact that the questions asked in the ritual require a
consecration of the parents or guardians also.
Rebaptism. In general, the practice of rebaptism has
never been a major point of controversy in the Free Method
ist Church. The theological stand has always been that
rebaptism is unnecessary. However, in practice, in its
history Free Methodism has permitted rebaptism when a person
is dissatisfied with his or her first baptism. For example,
in a book edited in 1935 and to be used as "Guide in the
Administration of the Discipline of the Free Methodist
Church, "**�� it said.
Persons baptized in infancy sometimes become
dissatisfied with infant baptism and desire to
receive the ordinance in some other mode. To
gratify such desire is regarded by some as tending
to discredit the validity of infant baptism, but
our practice has been to allow persons so dis
satisfied to receive the ordinance in any way that
would satisfy their conscience.****
*'" Ibid.
*'**=' This is the subtitle of the book entitled A Digest
of Free Methodist Law, ed. C. A. Watson (Prepared and
Published by the Order of the General Conference of 1935),
60 f. This book was first published by order of the General
Conference of 1898. It was revised in 1907, and was again
revised after the General Conferences of 1923 and 1935. The
author had only access to the 1907 and 1935 editions.
*^* Ibid., 61. The 1907 edition also allowed rebaptism,
though not in such lati tudinarian terms. (A Digest of Free
Methodist Law. Prepared and Published by the Order of the
General Conference of 1907 CChicago: Free Methodist Publish
ing House, 19083, 81 f.
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This practice o-f rebaptism for the sake of conscience
seems to have been allowed probably from the very beginning
of the Free Methodist Church. First, as seen in the state
ment quoted above, the book said that the practice had been
to allow rebaptism, which means that it was practiced before
that time. J. La Due, for example, wrote in 1886 about the
danger of those who were baptized in infancy and after their
conversion ask to be rebaptized in a certain mode saying
that they may believe that "it is the peculiar mode which
is essential to salvation, and not the operation of the
Holy Ghost in soul experiences. " Likewise, Dr. Paul
Livermore mentions that in an original unpublished personal
letter, B. T. Roberts would have observed that "a person who
had strong convictions about their situation should be
rebaptized . . . even though it was a rebaptism and theo
logically unnecessary."*"*' All these facts show that
rebaptism was practiced although not encouraged in early
Free Methodism.
This understanding has persisted in Free Methodism.
^'^^ J. La Due, "Baptism," The Free Methodist 19 (Jan.
27, 1886): 3. See also J. L. Dodge, in "How We May Save Qur
Children," in which ha says that children should be taught
that they have received the "true scriptural baptism, and
they do not need to be ever baptized again." (The Free
Methodist 32 CJan. 31, 18993: 2) D. C. Stanton, for his
part would say, "Better not try to make conscience for
others in things over which the fathers cannot agree. If
any one comes to me to be baptized I baptize him until
satisfied, which ever way that may be." (D. C. Stanton,
"Immersion," The Free Methodist 33 CDec. 4, 19003: 3)
*�*' Livermore, op. cit., 4.
Bishop Marston wrote critically in 1955 that "it is . . .
disturbing that infiltration o-f our stream of doctrine by
other than Methodist teaching on baptism has led some among
us to seek rebaptism.""*'* A Free Methodist pastor also
wrote in 1975 about the variety of practices in the Free
Methodist Church:
Some pastors do rebaptize by sprinkling or
immersion, since evidently was not sufficient or
lacked the "proper amount of water." There are
people who were baptized by sprinkling after
conversion who were later rebaptized by immersion
under the encouragement of preachers, many of whom
who believed in infant baptism, and who also
themselves had been rebaptized in the same
manner. *"*"
These accounts show that rebaptism has continued, and still
does todays it is possible to be rebaptized when one is
dissatisfied either with his or her baptism received in
infancy or even with the mode it had been administrated.
The mode of baptism. From its very beginning the Free
Methodist Church has been very flexible concerning the mode
of baptism. The first Disciol ine said, "Let every adult
person, and the parents of every child to be baptized, have
the choice whether of immersion, sprinkling, or pouring."*"**
This shows that the denomination at its start had a tolerant
attitude concerning the mode of baptism.
Although this has always been the official position
*'*'* Marston, "The Church's Witness in Infant Baptism,"
i^a Dwight Norton, "On Behalf of Infant Dedication,"
The Free Methodist Pastor (June 1975) : 6.
�"** The F.M. Discipline (1962), 82.
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of the church concerning the mode of baptism, there was
nevertheless a time in the Free Methodist history where many
ministers were strongly opposed to baptism by immersion.
Those who wrote against immersion were particularly found
between 1882 and 1950, when the church had a defensive
attitude attempting to hold to its traditional Methodist
practices on water baptism. Almost all those who wrote on
baptism during this time attacked in some way or another the
mode of immersion.
Some comments like the following illustrate the strife
in Free Methodism during that time. J. S. Bolton inveighed
against immersion saying things like, "Let the subject of
infant baptism be scripturally settled, and immersion will
fade into the land of forgi veness" or, "0 my brethren,
let us get of such a Babel of confusion as immersion, and
get a scriptural reason to give for the hope that is in
us."*"*" One writer was so convinced of his view that he
erroneously affirmed that "our standard theology and church
disciplines teach sprinkling."*"*" Many also affirmed that
the biblical mode of baptism was either sprinkling or pour
ing, but certainly not immersion.*"*' During this period,
sprinkling was the most popular mode in Free Methodism.
*^" Bolton, "Christian Baptism" (Dec. 31, 1884): 2.
*^" Bolton, "The Abrahamic Covenant," 2.
*^" F. Scott, "Immersion," 3.
loo Woertendyke, op. cit. (Sept. 14, 1897): 2;
Wilkinson, op. cit., 2? McVey, op. cit. (Oct. 1, 1912): 2.
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Those who saw water baptism as the symbol of the baptism of
the Holy Spirit opted for pouring.*"*
Such attitudes were due to the fact that most Free
Methodists reacted against those who were promoting immersion
as the only valuable mode. *"= According to M. L. Bovee,
already in 1894, many Free Methodist ministers and people
believed in no other mode than baptism by immersion.*"'
This view was also promoted early in this century by a Free
Methodist evangelist named C. A. M-'Coy.*""* Again in 1951
G. B. Ingram noted that preachers and lay people in the
Free Methodist Church teach immersion as the only mode of
baptism.*"" Such an attitude by some members of the
deno-mi nation brought confusion and caused strong opposition
by some more moderated members.
In general, however. Free Methodists have been able to
keep this issue in perspective. J. H. Woertendyke exempli
fied such an attitude when he declared, "We . . . make
no fight as to the mode, if only the conscience of the
*"* La Due, "Baptism," 3; McVey, op. cit. <Oct. 1,
1912): 2; A. Lenkerd, "The Mode of Baptism," The Free
Methodist 73 (Dec. 6, 1940): 3.
*"= L. H. Waldron, "Baptism�The Mode," The Free
Methodist 57 (June 3, 1924): 4; McVey, op. cit. (Oct. 1,
1912): 2; Woertendyke, op. cit. (Sept. 14, 1897): 2.
io3 Bovee, "Water Baptism," 2.
Daniel B. Turney, "Immersion Assumptions," The Free
Methodist 36 (May 12, 1903) : 2.
*"" Ingram, op. cit., 2.
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candidate is satisfied."*"* More recently, Bishop Bastian
reaffirmed the Free Methodist position when he said!
In fact, the modes and proper recipients of
sacraments have to be seen as a secondary question
in the evangelical list. To quote Paul, it is
neither circumcision nor uncircumcision, but a new
creature.
Today, as an evidence of some Baptist influence,
immersion has become almost the only mode that is practiced
for believers' baptism. Pouring�and infant dedication
without water� is the one mostly used for infants. In seven
years of membership and ministry in the Free Methodist
Church the author has never seen any practice other than
these, although the Di sciol ine still permits the three modes
either for adults or children.
Summarv
Throughout this chapter, the evolution of the Free
Methodist views of baptism was described in four different
periods, and then, its baptismal theology and practice was
defined. The four periods described helped to understand
what really happened in Free Methodism since its beginning.
It is clear now that very early the two rituals were
significantly modified to convey new meanings that were
more representative of the Free Methodist beliefs.
First, Free Methodism has always believed that the new
les* Woertendyke, op. cit. <Sept. 14, 1897)! 2.
Bastian, "The Baptism Issue in Perspective," 5.
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birth was conveyed at the moment of conversion. This is why
in 1866, the revisions in the ritual of infant baptism
reveal a definite shift away from the baptismal regeneration
tendency that had been inherited from its Anglican heritage
via the Methodist Episcopal Church (North). The result was
the making of infant baptism an act of dedication rather
than a sacramental event.
Second, through the revisions of 1882 and 1911 in the
ritual for adults, the Free Methodist Church explicitly
affirmed that the purpose of adult baptism is to witness the
inner change of conversion and forgiveness rather than being
its means and accompanying cause. From 1911 to the present
day, the ritual for adults is definitively for regenerated
Christians only.
The drastic changes in the Free Methodist Church during
the last half of the present century on the question of
baptism cannot be attributed only to an external influence
of the Baptists. Rather, the phenomenon is partly due to
the theological move that occurred in the early history of
Free Methodism. The doctrinal convictions of the early Free
Methodists as reflected in the changes made in the rituals
opened the doors for a theological tension in Free Method
ism. This explains the attempts to affirm the traditional
Methodist views during the periods of doctrinal affirmation
and status quo were unsuccessful.
This phenomenon could also be perceived throughout the
second section of this chapter which defined the baptismal
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theology and practice of the Free Methodist Church. The
sacramental aspect of baptism was restricted to its minimum.
Very little efficacy has ever been associated with the
outward act of baptism. Neither in infant baptism nor in
adult baptism is water baptism believed a means of remission
of sins or to effect a change of heart. The grace conveyed
in the act of baptism is only one that may quicken,
strengthen, and confirm one's faith.
Baptism in Free Methodism is rather understood in terms
of a sign of divine grace, a symbol of the covenant of
grace, or a dedicatory service on the part of the parents in
the case of infant baptism, than in terms of a sacramental
ritual with saving efficacy. The only officially recognized
benefit in baptism is that it is the initiatory rite through
which both believers and infants are introduced into the
visible church.
Throughout its history, the Free Methodist Church has
held that all true believers in Christ who have not been
baptized and infants are proper candidates. This view has,
however, been contested during the last half century and
some Free Methodists argue for the baptism of believers
only. On this issue, as well as on rebaptism and the mode
of baptism. Free Methodism has demonstrated a tolerant
attitude and has accepted pluralistic views regarding these
practices. The mode is unimportant and whoever is not
satisfied with the baptism received in infancy, or the mode
with which it was ministered, may be rebaptized.
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To understand all the implications of the theology and
practice of baptism in Free Methodism, it is necessary to
look at it in the perspective of its Wesleyan and American
Methodist heritage. The ne5<t two chapters will deal respec
tively with John Wesley's teaching on baptism and baptism in
American Methodism.
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CHAPTER 3
John Wesley on Baptism
This chapter will present an historical and theological
survey of John Wesley's teaching on baptism. The task is
complex but necessary to understand and analyze the Free
Methodist views of baptism. Despite the numerous studies on
Wesley, especially during the second half of this century,
scholars still vary in their interpretations of Wesley's
doctrine of baptism. Part of the problem, on the one hand,
is that Wesley wrote little on baptism. And, on the other
hand, what he wrote may sometimes seem inconsistent with his
theology of salvation following his evangelical experience
at Aldersgate Street, in 1738. Because baptism was not in
the forefront of contemporary theological debate, Wesley
treated baptism much less extensively than he did many other
issues. In addition, in the process of his maturation, he
left behind some ideas that were superseded by more profound
understandings. As will be shown in this chapter, both the
continuity and modifications of his views were manifested in
his doctrine of baptism.
Nonetheless, what Wesley said on baptism has often been
criticized as being inconsistent with his theology of salva
tion following his experience at Aldersgate. Gayle C.
Felton suggests that "perhaps no aspect of Wesley's thought
has been the subject of more debate and confusion than has
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his theology of baptism."* To understand Wesley's view of
baptism it is necessary <1) to look at the historical
background of his doctrine of baptism, and (2) to study
his theology and practice of baptism.
Historical Background of Wesley's
Doctrine of Baotism
Most Wesley scholars agree that Wesley's experience at
Aldersgate was a turning point in his life. For this
reason, the historical survey of his views of baptism may be
divided in two sections: (1) Wesley's early views, which
reflect his doctrine and practice of baptism before his
evangelical awakening in 1738; and (2) Wesley's later views,
which, influenced by his new evangelical convictions, repre
sent the final stage of his maturation as a theologian.
Weslev's Earlv Views
The history of Wesley's early views began in the Angli
can Church and in his own family circle; then they developed
during his life at Oxford; and they took expression during
his missionary experience in Georgia.
His religious environment. Wesley was reared in the
Church of England by parents who may be designated as High
Church people. His father, Samuel, had been brought up as
* G. C. Felton, Evolving Baptismal Theology and
Practice in American Methodism from the Davs of John Weslev
to the End of the Nineteenth Centurv. Ph.D. Diss., Duke Uni
versity, 1987 (Ann Arbor: UMI, 1989), 70.
= The term High Church demands explanation because what
it meant in Wesley's and his parents' time is different from
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a dissenter, but he joined the Church o-f England and became
a faithful clergyman. Paul S. Sanders explains that Samuel
Wesley "had embraced High Church principles at Oxford."'
In piety, he was quite atypical of the majority of his
fellow clergymen? and he was not greatly preoccupied with
doctrinal concerns.^ It is all the more significant that,
in 1700, he wrote a treatise, The Pious Communicant Right Iv
Preoared. or a Discourse Concerning the Blessed Sacrament.
to which was added A Short Discourse of Baotism." which
would be later abridged by his son John in his "Treatise on
Baptism." In that treatise, Samuel's view was in harmony
with the High Church interpretation. He understood the
sacraments as divine instruments appointed by God to aid
today. John C. English explains: "The High Church party of
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries is characterized by
. . . theological "Armi ni ani sm" ; a demand for the frequent
and reverent celebration of the sacraments; and episcopacy
by divine right. In controversy the members of the party
appealed to the teaching of the Church of the first five
centuries as an authoritative interpretation of Scripture.
They liked to think that the reformed Church of England
reflected in its doctrine and life the thought and practice
of the early Church. (John C. English, The Heart Renewed:
John Wesley-s Doctrine of Christian Initiation CMacon, Ga.:
Wesleyan College, 19673, 13, 15) See also Henry D. Rack,
Reasonable Enthusiast: John Weslev and the Rise of Methodism
(Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1989), 26 f-
' Paul S. Sanders, An Appraisal of John Wesley's Sacra-
mentalism in the Evolution of the Earlv American Methodism.
Th.D. Diss., Union Theological Seminary, 1954 (Ann Arbor:
UMI, 1982), 2 (hereafter referred to as Appraisal ) .
�* John R. Parris, John Wesley's Doctrine of the Sacra
ments (London: The Epworth Press, 1963), 11 f.
" Samuel Wesley, The Pious Communicant Rightly
Prepared, or a Discourse Concerning the Blessed Sacrament
(London: Charles Harper, 1700).
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people in working out their salvation.* He believed that
baptism washed away the damning guilt o-f original sin and
communicated the baptismal grace of regeneration.
John Wesley was brought up in this Anglican tradition
of the seventeenth century, the heritage of his parents.
His High Church background laid the foundation upon which
much of his thought and practice were to be built. Although
Wesley's personal references to his views at that time are
rare, it is easy to assume that, as a High Churchman, he
defined justifying faith more in terms of assent than, as
the Protestant reformers did, in terms of trust and confi
dence in God. The early Wesley's religion became a machinery
of external rules, external discipline, and legalism." He
simply believed that his sins were washed away in baptism as
an infant, and that he could be saved by keeping the com
mandments of God. This is confirmed in his own journal, in
1738, when he wrote:
I believe, till I was about ten years I had not
sinned away that "washing of the Holy Ghost" which
was given me in baptism; having been strictly
educated and carefully taught that I could only be
saved "by universal obedience, bv keeping all the
commandments of Gods" in the meaning of which I
was diligently instructed Cemphasis mine3."
* Chong Nahm Cho, "A Study in John Wesley's Doctrine of
Baptism in the Light of Current Interpretation" (Ph.D.
diss., Emory University, 1966), 54.
" W. H. Fitchett, Weslev and His Century: a Studv in
Spiritual Forces (New York: Eaton & Mains, Cincinnati:
Jennings & Graham, 1912), 58-60.
� John Wesley, The Journal of the Rev. John Wesley
A.M. . ed. Nehemia Curnock, 8 vols. (London: Epworth Press,
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UJeslev at Ox-ford. Wesley's High Church attitude toward
the sacraments was also reflected in his life at Oxford. At
the age of seventeen, he went to Oxford University, which for
the next fifteen years (1720-35) became the true center of
his life. It was at Oxford that Wesley decided to enter the
ministry and prepared himself for it. He was ordained as a
deacon in 1725 and priest in 1728. After he served as his
father's curate on two occasions� in 1726 and 1729�he
returned to Oxford and became the leader of the Holy Club."
During this period Wesley was also influenced by the
religious practice of the Non-Jurors.*** It was especially
through John Clayton, a member of the Oxford Methodists,
that Wesley was influenced by their practices. The
Non-Jurors greatly admired ancient Christianity, and this
attracted Wesley. Thus, Wesley tried to observe the
1909-16), 1:465 (hereafter referred to as Journal ) .
" Chong Nahm Cho, op. cit., 63-65. Albert C. Outler
says the Holy Club was "a small semimonastic group" which
had been gathered by his brother Charles "for systematic
Bible study, mutual discipline in devotional and frequent
Communion" (John Weslev. edited by Albert C. Outler CNew
York: Oxford University Press, 1964], p. 8). Chong Nahm Cho
tells us that these Oxford Methodists "observed the Lord's
Supper regularly at a frequency far in excess of the current
practice in the Church of England," and that, because of
that, they were nicknamed "sacramentari ans. " (op. cit., 65)
The Non-Jurors were those who refused to take the
oath of allegiance at the accession of William and Mary, in
1689. They considered themselves still bound to their
former oath to James II and saw themselves as lawful succes
sors and heirs. They were also very High Church. (S. L.
01 lard, ed., A Dictionarv of English Church Historv CLondon:
A. R. Howbray and Co., 1912], 410 f.) Wesley was attracted
to the Non-Jurors only for their religious beliefs, and not
for their political convictions.
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practice of the early church, which became an authority for
his theology.**
Weslev in Georgia. In 1735 Wesley went to Georgia as a
missionary to the Indians and the colonists. This period is
important because, according to G. C. Felton, most of the
discussions of Wesley's baptismal practice focus on these
months in Georgia (February 1736 to December 1737).*=
Felton also remarks that "something of the central ity of
baptism in Wesley's early ministry is suggested by the fact
that of the ten indictments against him in Georgia five were
the result of controversy on that subject."*'
During the trip Wesley read much, with a special inter�
est for the Non-Jurors.*"* From there, a clear development
of Wesley's baptismal practice can be seen. In Savannah,
Georgia, he insisted on baptism by immersion even for infants
because he believed it was the custom of the early Church.
Furthermore, he insisted on the rebaptism of Dissenters
because he believed that the only valid baptism was that by
an episcopal ordained priest.*" These incidents illustrate
** Chong Nahm Cho, op. cit., 65-70; see also Rack, op.
cit. , 90 f. , 93, 119.
*= Felton, op. cit., 13.
*' Ibid., 30.
*"* Chong Nahm Cho, op. cit., 73 f.
*" The Non-Jurors regarded baptism by persons not
episcopally ordained as invalid, and they advocated the use
of triple immersion as conforming to the usage of the first
Christians. (V. H. H. Green, The Youno Mr. Weslev. 1961).
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the ecclesiasticism and the sacerdotalism present in Wesley
in this period, and the influence of the Non-Jurors, as
Parris explains:
Even though he may not have been endeavouring to
set up a colony where Non-juror principles could
be put into operation ... it is clear that these
ideas were the main source of his belief and prac
tice in Georgia. This period represents the high-
tide mark of Wesley's churchmanship.**
While in Georgia, Wesley's understanding of the
sacrament of baptism was very much in line with the general
Anglican belief, being characterised by the exact observance
of the rubrics set out in the book of Common Prayer. *"
However, the two practices of triple immersion and the
necessity of an episcopally ordained minister were not
typically Anglican but the distinctive ideas of the
Non-Jurors. *"
This section has shown that the evidence for Wesley's
early views of baptism during the period before 1738 is
fragmentary. Nonetheless, it is clear, first, that his
views were molded by his Anglican heritage received through
his parents and the Non-Jurors. Second, he appealed both to
the Church of England and the early Church for his beliefs
and practices on baptism. And third, prior to his evan
gelical awakening he definitely espoused the Anglican
** Parris, op. cit., 28 f.
*" English, The Heart Renewed, 23.
�" Ibid., 24.
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teaching of baptismal regeneration.
Wesley's Later Views
The one question that has perplexed Wesleyan scholars
is the extent to which Wesley may haye moyed away from his
original stand after his evangelical awakening in 1738.
Although Wesley's earlier biographers were unanimous in
emphasizing the importance of the Aldersgate experience,
they also stressed that his evangelical conversion had not
done away with his High Church orientation.*" Sanders
shows how these two sides of Wesley's thought were separated
during the nineteenth century. ^'^
The influence of the Moravians on Wesley. It must be
kept in mind that after his experience at Aldersgate Wesley,
did not cease being an Anglican,^* and that all his life he
referred to himself as a High Churchman. But it is also
true that he was greatly influenced by the Moravians and
German Pietism. As he returned from Georgia to England, the
*" Sanders, Appraisal . 25 f.
Ibid., 26-42.
^* In 1739 Wesley declared that the Methodists do not
differ in any doctrines from the Church of England. He
said, "The doctrines we preach are the doctrines of the
Church of England; indeed, the fundamental doctrines of the
Church, clearly laid, both in her Prayers, Articles, and
Homilies." (Journal . 2:274 f.)
^= In a letter written in 1775, Wesley was still refer
ring to himself as a High Churchman. He said, "For I am a
High Churchman, the son of an High Churchman." (John Wesley,
The Letters of the Rev. John Wesley A.M.. ed. John Telford,
8 vols. CLondon: Epworth Press, 19313, 6:161 Chereafter
referred to as Letters3)
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influence of the Moravians replaced that of the Non-Jurors;
however, because Wesley remained faithful to his Anglican
heritage, a serious tension developed with the Moravians con
cerning the doctrine of "stillness" and the use of the means
of grace. =' Wesley refused to follow this non-orthodox
Moravianism and continued in the main stream of Christianity,
believing in the observance of the ordinances of God.=="*
English calls this new stage in Wesley's life his "catholic
retroversion. "=" Dr. Albert Outler said that this decision
"marked the final stage of Wesley's maturation as a theo
logian and it continued to serve as the basic datum-plane for
all subsequent developments in his thought. "=*
Wesley differed from the Moravians (mainly with
Molther) because of their mystical teaching about stillness.
They believed that a person should abstain from using any of
the Church's means of grace until he or she possessed the
full faith which frees from sin. Wesley considered that
such stillness leads to neglecting the means of grace and to
antinomiani sm. Wesley believed that the way to attain faith
is to wait for Christ and be still, but in using all the
means of grace. By "means of grace," Wesley meant "outward
signs, words, or actions, ordained of God, and appointed for
this end, to be the ordinary channels whereby He might
convey to men, preventing, justifying, or sanctifying
grace." (John Wesley, Weslev's Standard Sermons. 2 vols.,
3rd ed. (London: The Epworth Press, 1951), 1:242 (hereafter
referred to as Sermons) . For more explanations on the issue
of stillness, see Martin Schmidt, John Weslev: A Theological
Biographv. 2 vols (London: The Epworth Press, 1962), 40,
186 f.; Allan Coppedge, John Weslev in Theological Debate
(Wilmore, Kentucky: Wesley Heritage Press, 1987), 57-62; on
the means of grace, see Colin W. Williams, John Wesley's
Theoloov Today (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1960), 130-140.
"^-^ Chong Nahm Cho, op. cit., 91-98.
English, The Heart Renewed. 30.
=* Outler, John Wesley. 16.
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Nevertheless, this does not mean that the Moravians
�failed to have a lasting influence on Wesley. Even Wesley's
re-appropriation of some High Church ideas does not mean
that he abandoned some of the views that he had learned from
the Moravians. The impact of his evangelical experience at
Aldersgate was too great to be discounted. =" Rather, it
is fair to say that Moravian ideas continued to influence
Wesley's thinking, even though he took the liberty of
picking and choosing among them.
Wesley's svnthesis. After Aldersgate, there was a
double strain in Wesley, a sacramental -evangel i cal synthesis,
to the end of his life. Sanders declares,
Wesley's mature theology� though he may not
have used either term�was both Catholic and
Evangelical, a synthesis holding together in
uneasy but fruitful tension polarities which
cannot be pulled together neatly, yet each of
which is necessary to its opposite number, as
both are to the whole. ="
Wesley held these two elements in polarity; they were blended
in him. Regarding baptism, Wesley tried to hold together the
Anglican doctrine that regeneration takes place in baptism
and the evangelical fervor of a living faith. His view
preserves the objectivity of grace without compromising the
responsibility of free response. =" It is very important
�" Chong Nahm Cho, op. cit., 104.
=" Sanders, "The Sacraments in Early American Method
ism," Church History 26 (Dec. 1957): 357.
Chong Nahm Cho, op. cit., 105 f.
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to keep this in mind when studying Wesley's teaching on
bapti sm.
Wesley's Teaching on Baptism
Haying seen the differences between Wesley's early and
later yiews on the Christian life, it is now time to define
his mature teaching on water baptism after Aldersgate until
his death. The only full-scale treatment Wesley gaye the
subject was the "Treatise on Baptism."'" But for a full
understanding of his position it is necessary to dig through
his writings to the more important references to this
sacrament.
The Meaning of Baptism
This section will show that Wesley understood baptism
as an effective means of grace, an outward sign of an inward
grace, which, through the work of the Holy Spirit, bestows
many benefits, including the gift of new birth. In addition,
because of the various interpretations on Wesley's understand
ing of baptism, two subsections will deal respectively with
the problem of baptismal regeneration, and how this belief
can be reconciled with Wesley's emphasis on conversion.
An effective means of grace. For Wesley, the sacrament
of baptism is a means of grace ordained by God. Although
Wesley did not include baptism among the stated means of
3o Treatise on Baptism," in The Works of John Wesley
3rd ed., 14 vols. (1872; reprint. Grand Rapids: Baker Book
House, 1986), 10:188-201 (hereafter this edition will be
referred as Works) .
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grace in his sermon "The Means of Grace" (1739), what he
said about their function no doubt applies to baptism as
well. In the "Treatise on Baptism" Wesley understood baptism
not only as the sacrament by which one is admitted into the
Christian community where these means are available, but as an
effective means of grace also.'* Wesley explicitly affirmed
that "by water . . . as a means, the water of baptism, we are
regenerated or born again.
In Wesley's theology, the means of grace are the ordi
nary channels by which the grace of God is mediated through
the Holy Spirit, and in which we are to wait on God's grace.
Therefore, Wesley insisted that the sacrament of baptism is
mandatory to all Christians because it was ordained by the
Lord." Wesley wrote, "In the ordinary way, there is no
other means of entering into heaven.""* He based his
argument on Christ's great commission (Mt. 28:19): "Go,
disciple all nations, baptising them in the name of the
Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost"; because this
commission is still applicable, "baptism should remain in
his Church."" Christ himself is the author and power of
'* Wesley, Works. 10:191; cf. Felton, op. cit., 39.
'= Wesley, Works. 10:192; cf. Ole E. Borgen, John
Weslev on the Sacraments (1972; reprint. Grand Rapids:
Francis Asbury Press, 1985), 122.
" Wesley, Works. 10:192 f.
'^ Ibid.
" Ibid., 193.
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the sacrament o-F baptism. It is a means only because God
has promised to use it as a channel for his grace.'*
As will be made clear later, Wesley never meant that
baptism is either essential to or that it guarantees salva
tion. First, he refused to believe that children who died
unbaptised were damned. Because of his view of God, his
understanding of the universal atonement of Christ and of
prevenient grace, he insisted that God saves those who
for whatever reason are unable to avail themselves of the
sacrament.'" Wesley also thoroughly rejected the Roman
Catholic view and affirmed "that the opus ooeratum. the
mere work done, profiteth nothing."'" Wesley made it
clear:
All outward means whatever, if separate from
the Spirit of God, cannot profit at all. . . .
Whosoever, therefore, imagines there is any
intrinsic power in any means whatsoever, does
err greatly.'"
?le E. Borgen captures Wesley's thought well when he says,
"We are obliged to make use of Baptism, to which God has
tied us, although he is free to bestow his grace with or
without means.""*" Wesley asserted his conviction of the
'* Ole E. Borgen, "No End Without the Means; John
Wesley and the Sacraments," The Asburv Theological Journal
46 (Spring 1991): 65.
'" Felton, op. cit., 44.
'" Wesley, Sermons. 1:259.
'" Ibid., 243.
Borgen, John Weslev. 122; cf. Works, 10:192.
88
freedom of God who may act through the sacrament or who may
transcend it. Borgen also says, "Baptism generally, in an
ordinary way, is necessary to salvation, but not in the
absolute sense. "***
As truly as baptism is not essential and does not
guarantee salvation, it is not sufficient for it either.
Wesley affirmed in his comment on Mark 16:16 that "he that
believeth not�Whether baptised or unbaptized, shall perish
everlastingly. "*=
The sign and the thing signified. Wesley believed that
a sacrament must have some external sign that the Spirit uses
as a channel of inward grace. His definition of the sacra
ments was always in agreement with the doctrinal statements of
the Church of England."*"* For example, he declared:
Ibid., 128.
"*= John Wesley, Notes upon the New Testament (New York:
Published by Lane & Tippett, 1847), 136.
"*' Wesley, in agreement with the Church of England,
believed that only two sacraments, baptism and the Lord's
supper, were ordained by Christ. He refused to admit that
confirmation, penance, orders, matrimony, and extreme
unction, are to be counted for sacraments because "thev have
not any visible sign Cemphasis mine] or ceremony ordained of
God." (Articles of Religion, XVI, "Of the Sacraments";
quoted from Henry Wheeler, History and Exposition of the
Twenty-five Articles of Religion of the Methodist Episcopal
Church CNew York: Eaton ?< Mains; Cincinnati: Jennings 8<
Graham, 19083, 36)
"*"* Borgen correctly points out that, on the question of
what a sacrament is, "Wesley resorts to the Church of England
Catechism and directly adopts its Augustinian distinction of
sionum Csign3 and res Cthing3." (Borgen, John Wesley on the
Sacraments. 49) Borgen also explains that although Wesley
refused to identify the sionum with the res, he never com
pletely separated the two. (Ibid., 56 f . )
89
Our own Church . . . directs us to bless Sod both
for the means of grace, and hope of glory; and
teaches us, that a sacrament is "an outward sign
of inward grace, and a means whereby we receive
the same."*"
Wesley clearly professed adherence to the Anglican
Articles of Religion and believed that Christian baptism
consists of an outward sign and an inward grace. The outward
sign of baptism involves the use of water; this is the
divinely appointed physical element of the sacrament .
The inward grace, namely, Jesus Christ and his benefits,^"
is divinely communicated by the outward sign of baptism.
Wesley in "A Farther Appeal to Men of Reason and Religion"
declared:
This beginning of that vast, inward change is
usually termed, the new birth. Baptism is the
outward sign of this inward grace, which is sup
posed by our church to be given with and through
that sign to all infants, and to those of riper
years, if they repent and believe the gospel.-*"
Baptism is the normal means used by God to communicate this
inward grace. Concerning the relation between the outward
sign and the inward grace, Borgen concludes:
Wesley, therefore, not only rejects the idea of
making Baptism only a "sign of profession and mark
of difference" (Wesley's Art. XVII), but he also
refuses to accept a reductionism which makes
Baptism a purely symbolic act. It was ordained by
Wesley, Sermons. 1:242.
"** David I. Naglee, From Font to Faith: John Weslev on
Infant Baptism and the Nurture of Children (New York: Peter
Lang, 1987), 109; cf . Wesley, Works, 6:74.
Wesley, Works. 7:184.
Ibid., 8:48.
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Christ to be". . . a means whereby we receive
Coriginal emphases] the same ..." (namely, the
inward grace which it signifies).*"
However, the fact that the sign and the thing signified
are not identical, that "baptism is not the new birth, "�� and
that "the outward sign is no more a part of the inward grace
than the body is a part of the soul,""* Wesley believed
that, for adults, the two "do not constantly go together. ""=
The benefits of baptism. Based on the understanding
that baptism is a means of grace as well as the outward sign
of an inward grace, Wesley believed that baptism brings to
human beings many benefits. John English is right when he
says that in Wesley's teaching, "the number of benefits
which an individual receives in baptism varies with his
circumstances.""' The present procedure will be simply to
describe these possible benefits. Wesley listed five in his
"Treatise on Baptism" which are also found and described
elsewhere in his writings.""* A first series of benefits
"*" Borgen, John Weslev on the Sacraments. 55.
"" Wesley, Works. 6:73.
"* Ibid., 74.
"= Ibid.
"' English, The Heart Renewed. 63.
""* It is important to keep in mind that Wesley's pur
pose in publishing his "Treatise on Baptism" was to defend
and encourage infant baptism. Holland correctly points out
that "throughout its pages ... it is plain that the author
was thinking almost exclusively of its administration to
children. Adult baptism, as such, is hardly considered at
all." (op. cit., 53 f.) In his journal, however, Wesley
often reported adults that he baptized. This is why
91
cleansing away the guilt of original sin, entry into the
covenant, admission into the church, gift of the Holy
Spirit�are discussed in this section; the last benefit�
regeneration�will be discussed in the next section along
with some problems that this belief has caused among Wesley
scholars.
The first of these benefits is "the washing away of the
guilt of original sin, by the application of the merits of
Christ's death.""" Wesley regarded original sin very
seriously. For him, all human beings are affected by the
fall and have a sinful nature, but Christ has reversed
Adam's fall and caused the gift of justification to be made
available to all. Wesley asserted that "the merits of
Christ's life and death are applied to us in baptism.""*
Wesley's other writings are also important to determine who
may receive which benefits.
"" Wesley, Works. 10:190.
"* Ibid., 9:321. Many scholars have observed that
there is a problem here when Wesley says that the merits of
Christ's atonement are applied to an individual in baptism.
For example, Felton mentions that "there is a problem when
one attempts to reconcile this understanding with his doc
trine of prevenient grace. Wesley taught that the atoning
righteousness of Christ was effectual to remove the imputed
guilt of Adam's sin for all persons as soon as they are
born. . . . What function then does baptism serve if the
benefits of the atonement are universally and automatically
operative without the sacrament? Wesley apparently did not
recognize this contradiction and made no effort to relate
baptism and prevenient grace." (Felton, op. cit., 35)
Sanders also deals with the problem and concludes that
"Wesley himself apparently did not see the implications of
his Arminian position for his teaching on Baptism; or else
the need did not arise for his attempting to bring all his
positions into strictest logical harmony." (Appraisal . 107-
109; see also Chong Nahm Cho, op. cit., 186-88) But it
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Baptism is to be the "ordinary instrument of our justifi
cation.""" Wesley said that a "denial of original sin
. . . renders baptism needless with regard to infants."""
He also declared:
By the appointment of Christ, they Cinfants3 are
to be baptized; which shows they are unclean, and
that there is no salvation for them, but 'by the
washing of regeneration, and renewing of the Holy
Ghost. ' ""
Therefore, in baptism one has the forgiveness of his sins
and is restored to God's favor, which brings about a "relative
change," i.e., "what God does for us through his Son."*"
Wesley also believed that by baptism one enters into
the covenant of God. The covenant made with Abraham is the
covenant of grace, and it extends to all believers. As
circumcision was the sign of God's covenant in the old
administration, baptism is the sign of the new adminis
tration. Therefore, as circumcision led the Jews to the
rite of continuance within the covenant people, so baptism
seems that in Wesley's mind there was no contradiction. He
strongly believed that the guilt of Adam's sin is imputed to
all men, but he also asserted that nobody will be damned for
this imputed guilt alone. (Wesley, Works. 6:240; Thoughts
upon Infant-Baptism. Extracted from a Late Writer CW. Wall]
(Bristol: Printed by Felix Farley, 1751), 10; cf- Borgen,
John Weslev on the Sacraments. 124-27)
"" Wesley, Works. 10:191, 189.
"" Ibid., 9:429.
"" Ibid., 438.
*" Borgen, "Baptism, Confirmation, and Church Member
ship in the Methodist Church Before the Union of 1968; a
Historical and Theological Study" (Part I) Methodist Historv
27 (Jan. 1989): 93.
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leads people into the church.**
Wesley further believed that by baptism one is admitted
into the Church. *= This benefit was significant for
Wesley because it placed the baptized person into the commu
nity of faith and provided access to the means of grace.
John C. Cho suggests that the meaning of baptism as incorpo
ration into the Body of Christ is the meaning of baptism
that is the more consistent with Wesley's general theologi
cal structure.*' However, admission into the Church for
Wesley included entrance into the mystical Body of Christ,
not only as an introduction into the visible community of
believers, which involves probably more implications than
Cho is willing to admit.
** Wesley, Works. 10:190 f- F- Ernest Stoeffler has
wrongly argued that Wesley owed this understanding of infant
baptism to the tradition of Puritan covenant theology.
(F. E. Stoeffler, "Infant Baptism: Entry into the Covenant,"
Christian Advocate 6 CMay 24, 19623: 10) Robert Cushman
rejects this view and suggests that his "covenantal theory
is embraced within a composite of catholic ingredients of
wider provenance." <R. E. Cushman, "Baptism and the Family
of God," in The Doctrine of the Church, ed. Dow Kirkpatrick
CNew York: Abingdon Press, 19643, SO f . ) Borgen also com
ments that Wesley's doctrine of baptism is not correctly
understood "if only limited to being entry into the covenant,
as Stoeffler suggests." (John Weslev on the Sacraments. 139)
Felton correctly points out that Wesley rejected his father's
view of "federal holiness" which was typical in the Puritan
and Calvinist theology with their concept of election. With
Wesley's Arminian theology, the stress must be put on the
analogy of circumcision and baptism to provide a valid sup
port that infants are included in the covenant of grace and
are proper subjects of baptism. (Felton, op. cit., 36 f.)
*= Wesley, Works. 10:191.
*' John C. Cho, "John Wesley's View of Baptism,"
un:>glevan Theological Journal 7 (Spring 1972): 68.
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Another benefit in Wesley's view is that, in baptism,
the gift of the Holy Spirit is given and he dwells within.*"*
His view was based on Acts 2:38, "Repent, and be baptized
. . . and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit."*"
The gift of the Holy Spirit is also implied when Wesley
said:
Those who were made the children of God by
baptism, but are now the children of the devil,
. . . may receive again what they have lost, even
the Spirit of adoption, crying in their hearts,
Abba Father! through whom we begin a new life.**
According to Wesley, through baptism one receives the gift
of the Holy Spirit.
In short, Wesley believed that baptism is the initia
tory sacrament through which the guilt of original sin is
washed away, and by which we enter into the new covenant
relationship with God and are admitted into the church.
But, according to Wesley, baptism is more than just being
*�* Wesley, Works. 10:192. This benefit is only indi
rectly mentioned in the "Treatise" when it says that a
"principle of grace" is infused which can be lost when one
quenches the Holy Spirit. Holland says: "Wesley does else
where associate the gift of the Spirit with baptism. . . .
However, an examination of the place in Wesley's other
writings . . . shows that in every case, Wesley was con
cerned with adult baptism; and while he indeed found that
the Spirit was sometimes received by adults in the sacra
ment, he seems to have considered that infant baptism . . .
conveys only the less eminent and ill-defined real benefit
of a 'principle of grace'." (Op. cit., p. 57) This inter
pretation is not completely correct. Wesley's comment in
Sermons (1:296 f-) seems to contradict Holland's assertion.
In that passage Wesley explicitly affirmed that the Spirit
of God is given to infants in baptism.
*" Wesley, Works. 8:103; 10:191.
** Wesley, Sermons, 1:296 f.
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admitted into the church. In baptism one is regenerated or
born again by adoption and grace, through the invisible work
of the Holy Spirit in the person. Sanders correctly notes
that all these benefits of baptism are really one, and they
add up to regeneration.*"
The problem of baotismal regeneration. It thus appears
that Wesley believed in the doctrine of baptismal regener
ation. But Wesley scholars exhibit a great diversity of
interpretation on this question.*� Scholars who emphasize
the evangelical aspects of Wesley's thought, rather than the
ecclesiastical, are generally eager to denigrate his accept
ance of the doctrine of baptismal regeneration. They claim
that it contradicts the evangelical theology of the founder
of Methodism. Naglee observes that "no aspect of Wesley's
baptismal theology has stimulated as much discussion as the
element of regeneration."*" This is the pivotal dispute
among commentators on this subject. It is also related to a
larger debate concerning how Wesley's Aldersgate experience
may have altered his theology.
*" Sanders, Appraisal . 94. Borgen for his part says
that "Wesley would hold out the two great parts of salva
tion, justification and the new birth, as the major benefits
conveyed in baptism. ("Baptism, Confirmation, and Church
Membership" CPart 13, 97)
*" J. C. Logan gives a brief summary of the major
interpretations in "Baptism�The Ecumenical Sacrament and
the Wesleyan Tradition," in Wesleyan Theology Today:
A Bicentenpi;^! Theoloq-i^^i nonsul tation. ed. Theodore Runyon
(Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1985), 325.
*" Naglee, op. cit., 130.
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For example, some argue that Wesley's new emphasis,
after his own evangelical experience in 1738, tended to turn
him from a High Church view of baptism to a low view, that
is, to a denial of the doctrine of baptismal regeneration.""
To support their view these scholars, for example, point
out the fact that Wesley's "Treatise on Baptism" is an
abridgment of his father's discourse entitled "A Short
Discourse on Baptism," in which he omitted terms such as
baptismal regeneration and words which might refer to the
idea of baptismal regeneration. He also deleted words like
sacramental and the like. These alterations, however, are
not sufficient to indicate that Wesley now came to reject
baptismal regeneration. In fact, the treatise still main
tains that one is made a child of God in baptism, inward
grace being infused and the guilt of original sin being
washed away. Wesley was still in line with the general
Anglican position."*
"" Holland gives a list of these scholars in his first
chapter entitled "The Riddle of Wesley's Baptismal Beliefs."
The most prominent representative of this position was James
H. Rigg (late 19th C. ) . Many scholars have also argued that
though Wesley never officially repudiated the doctrine of
baptismal regeneration he never really believed the doctrine.
Among these scholars are W. R. Cannon, Henry Wheeler, A. S.
Wood, and W. F. Flemington. (Holland, op. cit., 8-10) The
best reply to this argument is to let Wesley himself answers:
"If I could not continue united to any smaller society. Church
or body of Christians, without committing sin, without lying
and hypocrisy, without preaching to others doctrines which I
did not myself believe, I should be under an absolute neces
sity of separating from that society." (Works. 6:409; cf.
Borgen, John Weslev on the Sacraments. 153 f., n.l41.
"� Chong Nahm Cho, op. cit., 122 f.; see also Felton,
op. cit., 49.
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Some of these scholars simply refuse to accept that
this treatise represents Wesley's own teaching. Their
assumption is that Wesley divorced baptism and the new
birth. But Wesley affirmed baptismal regeneration in his
sermons related to the new birth too. For example, in his
sermon on "The New Birth" he said:
It is certain our Church supposes that all who are
baptized in their infancy are at the sametime born
again; and it is allowed that the whole Office for
the Baptism of Infants proceeds upon this supposi
tion. Nor is it an objection of any weight against
this, that we cannot comprehend how this work can be
wrought in infants. For neither can we comprehend
how it is wrought in a person of riper years. "=
Naglee says that the basis for this position is also
found in Wesley's sermon entitled "The Marks of the New
Birth." But he points out that "careful scrutiny of the
sermon . . . proves the contrary. Wesley argued that he
could not deny that his hearers were born again in their
baptism as infants. Such an argument can hardly be con
sidered a divorcement of baptism and the new birth.""' In
addition, the fact that Wesley published the "Treatise on
Baptism" for circulation among the Methodists implies that
it must reflect his own view on the subject.""* His alter
ations were only to avoid the extreme of an ex ooere ooerato
view of the sacrament."" Wesley always strongly opposed
"= Wesley, Sermons, 1:238.
"' Naglee, op. cit., 114.
"-* Chong Nahm Cho, op. cit., 126.
�TO Ex opere ooerato means "by outward acts."
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this Roman Catholic view. The baptismal grace is -from God,
it does not proceed -from the mere element."* This is why
Wesley always insisted that baptism is the outward sign of
the inward grace."" He said, "The outward sign is no more
a part of the inward grace than the body is a part of the
soul.""" It is only the operation of the Holy Spirit
through water that one is saved. However, both the sign and
the grace can be united in one act and stand together, i.e.,
they can coincide in time at the moment of baptism.
Some Wesley scholars also tried to prove that Wesley
changed his view at least in his later years based on the
revision that he made in the Book of Common Prayer when he
prepared the liturgy for the American Methodists in his
Sunday Service."" In the order for baptism in the Sunday
Service. Wesley made several omissions, most of them
connected with the doctrine of baptismal regeneration.
Ibid., 126 f.; see also Parris, op. cit., 39 f.
"" Felton is probably right when she comments that
"Wesley's conception of baptism in terms of its inward and
outward aspects is foundational to a discussion of the
controversial question of his views on baptismal regener
ation. Much confusion, she says, results from Wesley's use
of the term "baptismal"�some times he used it to encompass
both the inward and outward, other times he meant only the
external act." (Felton, op. cit., 48 f.)
"" Wesley, Letters, 4:38.
"" Methodist Episcopal Church, ed. , John Wesley's
Sunday Service of the Methodist in North America (Nashville:
United Methodist Publishing House, 1984 Chereafter referred
to as Sunday Service] ) . John C. English is one of those who
hold this view; see The Heart Renewed. 66 ff-
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Nevertheless, more emphasis must not be given to what was
omitted than to what was retained."" For example, Wesley
retained the prayers for baptismal regeneration, and for the
gift of the Holy Spirit. John C. English argues that Wesley
interpreted these references to regeneration in "a sense
different by its authors," i.e., that he read into them
"a future meaning.""* Frank Baker's judgment is probably
better when he says that in these changes Wesley simply
showed that "baptismal regeneration was possible but not
guaranteed. ""= Sanders, for his part, simply concludes
that the rite "was still teaching baptismal regeneration,
and that this is proved by the fact that later American
Methodists made subsequent revisions to remove this
teaching."' Therefore, these deletions do not prove that
Wesley changed his view on baptismal regeneration.
In the Sundav Service, like in his "Treatise on
Baptism," Wesley simply safeguarded against any magical view
of the sacrament.""* However, he does not seem to change
his view of baptism as a means of grace to which the new
"" Borgen, John Weslev on the Sacraments. 222 f.; see
also Chong Nahm Cho, op. cit., 140.
"* J. C. English, "The Sacrament of Baptism According
to the Sunday Service of 1784," Methodist Historv 5 (Jan.
1967)8 11 f.
"� Frank Baker, Weslev and the Church of End and
(Nashville and New York: Abingdon Press, Inc., 1975), 247.
"' Sanders, Appraisal . 103.
"�* Chong Nahm Cho, op. cit., 142.
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birth is ordinary annexed. For Wesley, the sacraments,
including baptism, are "not only badges or tokens o-f
Christian Men's Profession; but rather they are certain
Signs of Grace, and God's good will toward us by which he
doth work invisibly in us."""
Wesley's real concern was always to safeguard the
Methodists from any possible misinterpretation of baptism.
He never raised any particular question about his early
belief in baptismal regeneration which, he thought, was the
doctrinal position of the Church of England. It is a fact
that Wesley still in 1784 considered the Church of England
and her liturgy as the best in the world."** Furthermore,
when he sent Dr. Coke and others with the Sundav Service to
the American Methodists, one of his concerns was to have
them "administer baptism . . . according to the usage of the
Church of England."""
Based on all these facts, it seems obvious that all his
life Wesley's belief in baptismal regeneration was absolute,
at least in infant baptism. He believed that, because the
Holy Spirit is the active agent, "all who are baptized in
their infancy are at the same time born again.""" In
Wesley's teaching, the baptismal grace of regeneration can
"" Wesley, Article XVI, Sundav Service (1984).
"* Wesley, Letters. 7:239.
"" Wesley, Journal . 7:16 f.
"" Wesley, Sermons. 2:238.
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be conveyed to infants irresistibly, when they cannot either
repent or believe.""
For adult baptism Wesley maintained that regeneration
does not always simultaneously occur with the baptism.
Wesley made a clear distinction between the religious
experience of infants in baptism and that of adults. In his
sermon entitled "The New Birth" where he affirmed that all
infants receive new birth in baptism, he also went on to
say, "But whatever is the case with infants, it is sure all
of riper years who are baptized are not at the same time
born again.""" They must repent and believe if the new
birth is to be given to them. Naglee declares:
Personal faith is essential for adults in Wesley's
baptismal theology if the new birth is to take
place. Repentance must precede faith and obedi
ence must follow faith. Without these baptism is
not sacrament and become an empty ceremony in so
far as the new birth is concerned. The "sacra-
mentum, " however, is bestowed."*
Likewise, Borgen explains that the reason why faith and
repentance are required "lies in the nature of an adult and
his God-given freedom to resist God's grace. ""= The will
of an adult must be committed to God if the saving and
regenerative grace of God is to be bestowed in baptism or
through any other means that God may choose to use.
"" For further discussion, see Holland, op. cit., 60 f.
"" Wesley, Sermons. 2:238.
"� Naglee, op. cit., 116.
"* Borgen, John Weslev on the Sacraments. 164.
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These observations seem to indicate that Wesley held
two different understandings of baptism, although in some
cases Wesley saw baptism as an efficacious means also for
adults." We must remember that in Wesley's ordo salutis.
one can be awakened through repentance and have some degree
of faith and not be born again yet. It makes sense that new
birth could take place anytime afterward, including the
moment of baptism. This understanding concurs with Holland's
conclusion that Wesley transformed adult baptism into "a
means of general grace."*'* However, Holland is wrong when
he says that Wesley at this point ceased to believe in the
baptismal regeneration of adults."" As shown above, it is
clear that the baptismal grace of regeneration, in Wesley's
understanding, could be communicated to adults also. It is
fair to say that in Wesley's teaching, regeneration is
different for infants and adults and that only for infants it
is absolutely a baptismal gift.
The problem of baptismal regeneration and conversion.
After his contact with the Moravians and his experience at
Aldersgate Street, in 1738, Wesley was compelled to lay
stress on the necessity of evangelical conversion."* How
"' Ibid. , 160 f -
""* Holland, op. cit., 51.
"" Ibid.
"* John Baillie rightly affirms that Wesley was largely
influenced by German Pietism, but he is wrong both in his
interpretation of Wesley and Spener. He says, first, that
Spener believed in two types of regeneration, which is not
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can this emphasis on conversion be reconciled with Wesley's
belief in baptismal regeneration? Did Wesley, as some
claim, contradict himself at this point? To clarify this
issue it is necessary to understand his motivation in
preaching conversion and new birth to people who had already
been baptised in their infancy.""
A careful study of the passages where Wesley preached
the necessity of conversion to baptized people shows that
Wesley was certainly not motivated by a belief that they
were not regenerated in their baptism."" In his sermon
obvious in Spener 's writings (see for example, P. J. Spener,
Pia Desideria CPhi ladelphia: Fortress Press, 19643, 66).
Then he says wrongly that Wesley dissociated regeneration
from baptism. (Baptism and Conversion CNew York! Charles
Scribner's Sons, 19633, 83 f.) It is difficult to determine
what influence Pietism had upon Wesley's view because of the
many divergences of opinion within Pietism itself. One thing
is sure�which Baillie failed to perceive�that Wesley, like
Spener and the Moravians, believed both in baptismal regen
eration and in conversion.
"" Borgen brings some good insight on Wesley's
understanding of conversion when he declares that Wesley
"operates with a twofold doctrine of conversion! one, which
is instantaneous . . . and generally includes repentance,
justification, the new birth, faith and assurance, . . .
Secondly, "conversion" is employed to denote the continuing
process of change from sinfulness to perfection. . . . The
new birth then ... is a part of "conversion" in the first
sense, but only as one part of it. God alone gives spirit
ual birth; while conversion includes man's part as well."
(John Weslev on the Sacraments. 151 f.) Borgen is right,
therefore, when he argues that "to make the "new birth"
synonymous with "conversion" is nothing but an interpreta
tive distortion of Wesley's view." (Ibid., 150) In this
section, the terms conversion and new birth are only used to
explain why Wesley believed in them whereas he also believed
in the new birth as a baptismal gift.
"" Chong Nahm Cho, op. cit., 154. Some of these pas
sages, for example, are found in Wesley's sermons "The New
Birth" (Sermons, 2!241-43), and "The Marks of the New Birth"
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"The Marks of the New Birth" Wesley said, "Who denies that
ye were then made children of God . . . but not withstanding
this, ye are now children of the devil. Therefore, ye must
be born again.""" Wesley's motivation for the necessity
of conversion was that they had lost their baptismal grace.
Wesley made it clear in the following words: "The question
is not, what you was [sic] made in baptism . . . but what
you are now? I ask you not, whether you was Csic] born of
water and of the Spirit; but are you now the temple of the
Holy Ghost which dwelleth in you?*""
Wesley, because of his Arminian theology, believed it
possible to sin away the grace given in baptism, and there
fore, to require another rebirth.*"* In Wesley's view, a
person, having reached the age of accountability, is respon
sible and must cooperate with the work of the Holy Spirit.
When a person does cooperate, the baptismal grace is not
destroyed, but depends upon a living, constant relationship
with God, resulting in a continual spiritual growth in
Christ. *"= Hence, baptism alone was not enough to ensure
a state of grace. Wesley strongly emphasised the need for
continual growth� i.e., sanctif ication�or, when necessary,
(Sermons. 1:295 f.>, and in "A Farther Appeal to Men of
Reason and Religion" (Works. 8:48 f.)
"" Wesley, Sermons. 1:296.
loo Ibid., 295.
�"* Borgen, John Weslev on the Sacraments. 171.
103S Chong Nahm Cho, op. cit., 157-58.
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to start all over again. Because of his evangelical experi
ence, Wesley believed in a synthesis of the evangelical
reality and the sacramental reality of Christian life,
combining God's initiative in baptismal regeneration and
human responsibility in conversion. For Wesley, the
Christian life could be a continual growth in sanctif ication
from the initial regeneration in baptism or a complete new
experience of new birth through the process of repentance,
faith and justification.*"'
The Practice of Baptism
Concerning John Wesley's practice of baptism, special
attention must be given to whom he considered proper candi
dates, and his lati tudinarian attitude with regard to its
mode.
The subjects of baptism. Wesley argued that baptism
may be administered both to infants and to adults. Concern
ing infant baptism, Wesley always encouraged it and affirmed
his preference for it.**"* The last part of the "Treatise
on Baptism" and all of "Thoughts Upon Infant Baptism" are
concerned with arguments supporting infant baptism. Although
these two sources were not Wesley's original works, and
though he changed them before publishing them, the fact that
he retained the arguments for infant baptism shows that he
*"' Rack, op. cit., 394 f.
to^ Borgen, John Weslev on the Sacraments. 141.
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supported them. His arguments for infant baptism can
be summarized as follows!
1. On the basis of the infants' need, Wesley said "If
infants are guilty of original sin, then they are proper
subjects of baptism; seeing in the ordinary way, they cannot
be saved, unless this be washed away by baptism."*"* In
the ordinary way infants cannot be saved except through
baptism. This argument contradicts what Wesley himself says
about the atonement elsewhere. In many occasions he clearly
stated that Christ's saving work alone entirely cancels the
guilt of original sin.*""
2. Wesley believed that infants ought to come to
Christ, that they are capable of admission into the church
and of sacramental dedication to God. Only baptism can
admit a person to the church.*""
3. On the basis of probability, Wesley argued that the
apostolic church baptized infants and, therefore, they are
proper subjects. If Jesus had intended to exclude infants
loo "Thoughts Upon Infant Baptism" was an extract from
The Historv of Infant Baptism written by Rev. B. Wall, and
"Treatise on Baptism" was from his father.
*"* Wesley, Works. 10! 193; Thoughts, 12 f-, 16.
*"" For example, Wesley said that none can be damned
but by his own choice (Works. 6! 194) . He also thought that
"no infant . . . will 'be sent to hell for the guilt of
Adam's sin,' seeing it is canceled by the righteousness of
Christ as soon as they are sent into the world." (Letters.
6!239 f.) See also Works. 8:277; 9:303, 315; Letters.
6:239 f.
*"" Works. 10:195; Thouohts. 4 f..
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from baptism he would have expressly forbidden his disciples
to baptise them.*"" The New Testament also refers to the
baptism of households which probably would include children
of tender age.**"
4. He argued that infant baptism is "the uninterrupted
practice of the whole Church of Christ from the earliest
ages."*** English comments that "this tradition is pre
sumptive evidence in favor of the practice. "* *=
5. Finally, the main argument for Wesley is based upon
the continuity of the covenant of grace established with
Abraham which is an evangelical covenant.**' He suggested
that baptism fulfills the same function in the Church that
circumcision did in Israel. Instead of circumcision, baptism
is the new seal of the covenant; therefore, children still
have a right to the entering seal of the covenant. Wesley
claimed that "children under the New Testament are as capable
of receiving the Blessings signified, and fulfilling the
Duties enjoined, as ever they were under the Old."**"* He
also declared, "If infants were capable of being circum
cised, notwithstanding before repentance and faith were to
*"" Works. 10:196 f.
�*" Thoughts. 5; see also Naglee, op. cit., 127.
*^* Works. 10:201, 197 f.; Thoughts. 10 ff.
**= English, The Heart Renewed. 63.
11.3 Wesley, Works, 10:193 f., 201; Thoughts. 3-5.
�*-* Thoughts. 5.
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go be-fore circumcision in grown persons, they are just as
capable o-f being baptized."**" Naglee argues that this
kind of "anticipated faith" is a key notion of classical
covenant theology.*** This view led Wesley to emphasize
that only the children of believers were proper recipient of
baptism. * *"
For adult baptism, Wesley believed that both regener
ated believers and the repentant but unregenerated believers,
were appropriate candidates for baptism. Borgen explains:
Actually, as Wesley sees it, adult Baptism
functions in two ways, dependant upon the state of
the subject. If a person is already converted, he
should be "born of the water." On the other hand,
if he is not, he should be baptized that he may be
"born again" through that means.**"
In the case of individuals who had been justified and regener
ated, Wesley regarded the function of baptism as twofold:
(1) it is a ceremony of initiation into the visible Church;
and (2) it is a witness of a rebirth already received.**"
Wesley also frequently baptized people who were not
born again on the basis of their confession of faith, their
awareness of sin, and their desire for the sacrament. For
some of these the sacrament proved to be the effective means
of their regeneration. Borgen explains:
* *" Works. 10: 199.
�** Naglee, op. cit., 122.
* *" Works, 10: 194.
**" Borgen, John Weslev on the Sacraments. 159.
**" English, The Heart renewed. 72.
109
The reason for requiring faith and repentance at
adult baptism lies in the nature of an adult and
his God-given freedom to resist God's grace.
Either he willingly accepts his sinfulness and the
grace of repentance, which opens up the way to
receive full saving faith by whatever means God
will use, or, if not, it implies that he has
rejected such convincing and, in a sense, prepara
tory grace, which again makes it impossible for
him to receive the saving faith, until he
repents.
Some degree of faith must therefore be present at the moment
of the sacrament of baptism to adults, if the benefits of
baptism are to be conferred on the person baptized.***
The mode of baotism. As to the mode of baptism, Wesley
maintained that it may be performed either by immersion,
sprinkling, or pouring. *== He maintained that the mode
was unimportant; Scripture does not prescribe any one method,
and the original meaning of the word bapti sm contains equally
the three ways. Therefore, he concluded that one cannot
claim that baptism by immersion is alone valid and essential
to salvation.
There was, however, a change in Wesley's practice.
Before, and particularly during, his sojourn in Georgia,
under the influence of the Non-Jurors, Wesley insisted
dogmatically on trine immersion, rebaptized dissenters, and
denied Holy Communion to all who were not baptized by
episcopally ordained clergy. He did so to obey the rubric
lao Borgen, John Weslev on the Sacraments. 164.
*�* Wesley, Notes upon the New Testament. 280 (Acts
2:38) .
Wesley, Works. 10:188.
110
of the First Prayer Book of Edward VI (1549) rather than the
later 1662 book which stipulated pouring or dipping.**'
After his return to England, Wesley's stance began to
moderate. Borgen explains that "as early as 1736 he began
to doubt the ' apostol icity' of these canons and by January,
1738, he had reassessed his whole relationship to
' antiquity ." By 1741 it seems that he was allowing
some choice of method.**" Later, in Thoughts upon Infant
Bapti sm. he became still more explicits
With regard to the Mode of Baptism, I would
only add, Christ no where, as far as I can find,
requires Dipping, but only Baptizing: which Word,
many most eminent for Learning and Piety have
declared, signifies to pour on, or sprinkle, as
well as to dip. As our Lord has graciously given
us a Word of such extensive Meaning, doubtless
the Parent, or the Person to be baptized, if he
be Adult, ought to choose which Way the best
approves. What GOD has left indifferent, it
becomes not Man to make necessary. ***
It is not clear, however, when, or under whose influence,
Wesley came to these conclusions.
Later in life, Wesley favored sprinkling or pouring
rather than immersion. He thought that the term bapti sm in
its original sense is not taken for dipping but "washing and
**' Borgen, John Weslev on the Sacraments. 274 f.; cf.
Wesley, Works, 10s 437, and is 25.
*"^'* Borgen, John Weslev on the Sacraments, 275J cf.
Wesley, Journal . is 274-278.
**" In 1741, in a letter to the Bishop of Bristol,
Wesley mentioned that "several persons have applied to me
for baptism. . . . They choose likewise to be baptized by
immersion." (Works, 12S56)
*** Wesley, Thoughts. 19.
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cleansing. " Frank Baker even argues that by 1755
Wesley was promoting sprinkling as "permissible and indeed
desirable," because he believed it had more significance
than any other mode.**" Therefore, it is not surprising
that in the 1784 edition, and all subsequent editions of the
Sundav Service. Wesley mentioned the mode of sprinkling in
the baptismal office. Chong Nahm Cho remarks that "Wesley
authorised in Methodism what had been an exceptional
practice in the Church of England."**"
Nevertheless, Wesley never denied the validity of other
practices. For example, in one occasion Wesley reported in
his journal that he employed different modes at the same
baptismal service.*'" In "The Catholic Spirit," Wesley
also declared, "I believe infants to be baptized; but this
may be done whether by dipping or sprinkling. If you are
otherwise persuaded, be so still, and follow your own
persuasion.
Thus, Wesley did not require uniformity in the rite of
baptism. For example, once he wrote to Gilbert Boyce, a
Baptist minister.
You think the mode of baptism is 'necessary to
salvation'! i deny that even baptism itself is so;
**" Wesley, Works. 10! 189.
**" Baker, op. cit., 156; cf - Felton, op. cit., 23.
**" Chong Nahm Cho, op. cit. 174.
1.3:0 Wesley, Journal . 4! 302; Works, 2! 469.
*'* Wesley, Works, 5! 499.
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if it Mere every Quaker must be damned, which I
can in no wise believe. ... I do not conceive
that unity in the outward modes of worship is so
necessary among the children of God that they
cannot be children of God without it although I
once thought it.
Chong Nahm Cho summarises Wesley's view:
Such an attitude of Wesley toward the mode of
baptism is in perfect accord with his view on the
means of grace in general. . . . Wesley stressed
the necessity and importance of the means of
grace, but at the same time he recognized that
God's operation of grace cannot be confined to
certain fixed forms or modes. For God is the
author of all grace, and is above all means.*"
Summarv
The intent of this chapter was to present Wesley's view
on baptism. First, the historical background of his doctrine
of baptism was studied. Before 1738, Wesley's views were
molded by his Anglican heritage received through his parents
and the Non-Jurors�but he was to forsake his Non-Juror
influence later in life. He appealed both to the Church of
England and the early Church for his beliefs and practices
on baptism. Without any doubt he espoused the Anglican
teaching of baptismal regeneration. He also believed that
if a person took to the sacrament of Holy Communion, kept
the commandments of God, and did good works, it was possible
not to lose the effects of the baptismal grace.
After 1738, the influence of the Moravians became apparent
in Wesley's life, helping him to come to his evangelical
13= Wesley, Letters, 3:36.
*" Chong Nahm Cho, op. cit., 175.
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experience at Aldersgate. After Aldersgate and until the
end of his life, there was a double strain in Wesley, a
sacramental -evangel i cal synthesis. Wesley held together the
Anglican doctrine that regeneration takes place in baptism
and the evangelical fervor of a living faith.
In Wesley's theology, baptism is seen as a means of
grace and the ordinary way to become member of the mystical
body of Christ. Wesley, however, never considered baptism
either as essential or as a guarantee of salvation. Baptism
is simply the normal means that God uses to communicate his
saving grace. In baptism one is regenerated or born again
by adoption and grace, through the invisible work of the
Holy Spirit in the person.
Wesley did not abandon his belief in baptismal regener�
ation. All his life he believed that baptismal regeneration
was absolute, at least in infant baptism. This is why he
continued to believe in infant baptism. For the baptism of
adults, Wesley maintained that regeneration does not always
occur simultaneously with baptism. Wesley's teaching on
baptismal regeneration was the same both for infants and
adults, although the circumstances differed. Regeneration
is an absolute baptismal gift for infants alone; for adults
it is one means God may use.
As a good Arminian, Wesley believed that baptismal
grace could be lost through sinning. The general principle
is that baptism is a saving ordinance contingent on a
person's life after baptism. Wesley believed that faith is
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essential in adult baptism both before and after, but in
infant baptism it is required only after.
Finally, he recognized that the sacrament may be
performed either by immersion, sprinkling, or pouring. He
declared that the mode was unimportant because it is not
determined in Scripture how baptism should be administered.
He realized that God's grace could not be confined to
certain fixed forms. This study of Wesley's practice and
doctrine on baptism is essential to understand what happened
in America with this sacrament, which will shed more light
on the roots of the Free Methodist doctrine of baptism.
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CHAPTER 4
Baptism in American Methodism
A study of the evolution of the doctrine of baptism in
American Methodism is also essential to understand Free
Methodist views on baptism. G. C. Felton remarks, "American
Methodists have historically engaged in a long struggle to
define the significance of baptism in a way that is compati
ble with both their catholic-Wesleyan heritage and the other
evolving elements of their theology."* In most of its
history, American Methodism has been non-liturgical. The
social and ecclesiastical position of American Methodism has
been very different from that in Britain. Instead of being
under pressure to defend its position against High Church
ideas, as in England, American Methodism had to cope with
institutional competition and strong theological controversy
with the Baptists and other denominations that insist on
believer's baptism only, and on immersion.
This general setting in American Protestantism gives
the background to understand why, considering its Wesleyan
roots, the American Methodism has developed a theology and
practice of baptism which is different from that of John
Wesley. This chapter will, (1) describe the different
historical stages in the American Methodist view of baptism,
* G. C. Felton, Evolving Baptismal Theoloov and Prac
tice in American Methodism from the Davs of John Weslev to
the End of the Nineteenth Centurv. Ph.D. Diss., Duke Uni
versity, 1987 (Ann Arbor, UMI, 1989), 3.
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and (2) define the theological meanings and practices that
it has given to this sacrament.
Maior Periods of the American Methodist
Historv on Baptism
The history of American Methodism can be divided into
four major periods: (l) the beginnings (1760-1783), when
American Methodism was under the tutelage of John Wesley and
the Church of England; (2) the birth and development of Ameri
can Methodism as a church (1784-1839), when it developed its
own identity; (3) the theological unfolding (1840-1899),
when American Methodism articulated its doctrines; and (4)
the modernist era (1900 to the present day), when American
Methodism developed a new theology almost totally removed
from its Wesleyan roots.
The Beginnings and the Sacramental
Controversy: 1760-1783
In America, the Methodist movement arose more or less
spontaneously through the efforts of private members, occa
sional lay preachers, and only a few missionaries sent by
John Wesley. In 1760, two Irish emigrants, Philip Embury
and Barbara Heck, were the first Methodists to cross the
Atlantic* Then, together with a British soldier. Captain
Thomas Webb, they formed the first Methodist society in
* Halford Luccock and Paul Hutchinson, with two final
chapters by Robert W. Goodloe, The Storv of Methodism (New
York: Abingdon-Cokesbury Press, 1927), 144 f-
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1766.' Almost simultaneously, another Methodist society
was started in Maryland under the leadership of a lay
preacher, Robert Strawbridge, originally from Ireland."*
Apparently Strawbridge, starting in 1762, practiced, by his
own initiative, the first Methodist baptisms in America."
The Methodist historian Frederick A. Norwood observes!
The main point ... is that all the early
beginnings, including Virginia and Pennsylvania as
well as New York, were by laymen, generally oper
ating under the designation of "local preacher."
Of course, they were not ordained. They were not
even under the regular appointment as traveling
preacher. What they did, they did on their own
initiative, or that of their friends who urged
them on. The planting of Methodism in America was
a lay movement.*
This is one of the reasons why the administration of the
sacraments became a major problem in the early days of
American Methodism.
It was not until 1769 that preachers from England were
sent to assist the brethren in America, but they were lay
preachers too." From 1769 to 1784, American Methodism was
under the supervision of John Wesley, but was still a
' Jesse Lee, A Short Historv of the Methodists in the
United States of Americas Beainnina in 1766 and Continued
until 1809 (Baltimore! Magill and Cline, 1810), 24.
^ Frederick A. Norwood, The Storv of American Method
ism! A Historv of the United Methodists and Their Relations
(Nashville! Abingdon Press, 1974), 65 f.
Felton, op. cit., 72.
* Norwood, op. cit., 67.
" Luccock, op. cit., 141.
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movement within the Anglican Church." The relationship
between the Methodists in America and the Church o-f England,
however, was not very good.
The contact with the mother church was made still more
difficult because of the Revolutionary War. During this
period the issue of administrating the sacraments continued
to worsen." Since none of the preachers were ordained,
Methodists were expected to receive the sacraments from
local Anglican priests. But the Revolution had dissolved
both the civil and the ecclesiastical relations of the
colonies to England. Abel Stevens explained that "many of
the English clergy, on whom the Methodist societies had
depended for the sacraments, had fled from the land, or had
entered political or military life, and the Episcopal Church
" W. K. Anderson, ed., Methodism (Nashville: The Method
ist Publishing House, 1947), 42; cf. C. W. King, "Infant
Baptism in Biblical and Wesleyan Theology" (Th.M. thesis,
Asbury Theological Seminary), 238.
" Almost juxtaposed to the Revolutionary War, and
aggravated by it, what is called the "Sacramental
Controversy" took place. The Revolutionary War occurred
from 1775 to 1783, and the Sacramental Controversy started a
few years earlier. At the earliest Methodist conference in
America, on December 23, 1772, at Maryland, the problem of
administrating the sacraments by non-ordained preachers was
on the agenda. The question arose again at the first annual
conference in Philadelphia in 1773. It was decided that
"every preacher who acts in connection with Mr. Wesley and
the brethren who labor in America, is strictly to avoid
administering the ordinances of baptism and the Lord's
Supper." (Minutes of the Annual Conference of the Methodist
Episcopal Church: 1773-1839. 2 vols. CNew York, 18403, rule
i; quoted from P. S. Sanders, An Appraisal of John Wesley-s
Sacramental i sm in the Evolution of Early American Methodism.
Th.D. Diss., Union Theological Seminary, 1954 CAnn Arbor:
UMI, 19823, 205-207 Chereafter referred to as Aooraisal 3)
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had been generally disabled."*"
Under these circumstances, laymen administrated the
sacraments more and more.** The American preachers and
the society-members found themselves "less able and less
willing to depend upon the Anglican clerica."** By the
end of the Revolution only four Anglican clergymen were
reported as still cooperating with the Methodists.*' In
addition, the English Church in the United States suffered
much during the war because of its connection with the
government and went through a severe crisis. Norwood com
ments that, by the end of the Revolutionary War, "The ties
with English authority were being surely broken, and Method
ists could think of themselves as twice orphaned; once by
*" Abel Stevens, The Historv of the Religious Movement
of the Eighteenth Centurv Called Methodism. 3 vols. (New
York: Eaton & Mains, 1860), 2:211.
** Ibid., 212. On the events surrounding this contro
versy, Felton tells, "Not only did many of the preachers
cove't sacramental authority, but also many of the people
were desirous of the privilege of receiving the ordinance
from their preachers. Schism was averted in 1780 when the
southern preachers�who at the conference in Fluvanna
County, Virginia the previous year, had acted on a plan for
presbyterial ordination�agreed to suspend administration of
the sacraments for a year in order to submit the issue to
the authority of Wesley. In fact, the issue was not settled
until Wesley's provision of ordained ministers for America
at the time of the 1784 Christmas Conference." (Felton, op.
cit., 74)
*= Felton, op. cit., 73 f- The reason was that some
American Methodists were in fact Presbyterians, some were
Lutherans, and most had no formal church affiliation at all.
It resulted that not all Methodist people were friendly with
the Anglican clergy; some were indifferent, and many were
hostile. (Sanders, Appraisal . 205 f.)
*' Sanders, Appraisal . 204.
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John Wesley's stand against the Revolution, again by the
collapse of the Church of England."**
The Birth and Development of
the New Church; 1784-1839
The religious situation following the Sacramental
Controversy and the Revolutionary War demanded immediate
attention. Wesley, well aware of the situation and con
fronted by the argument of necessity, decided to give an
ecclesiastical structure to his "poor sheep in the wilder
ness." On September 10, 1784, Wesley sent a letter
addressed "to Dr. Coke, Dr. Asbury, and our Brethren in
America."*" Wesley appointed Coke and Asbury as "Joint
Superintendents" and gave them the authority to ordain
elders so that they could have the sacraments.***
The new liturov. For this newly emerging "American
Methodist Church," Wesley revised and adapted both the Book
of Common Prayer*" and the Thirty-nine Articles of
Rel igion. *" which were officially adopted at the historic
*�* Norwood, op. cit., 91.
*" Wesley, Letters, 7:237 ff.
** Ibid., 238.
*" For a comparison study with all the changes in the
liturgical forms on baptism between the Book of Common Praver
and The Sunday Service see Nolan B. Harmon, The Rites and
Ritual of Eoiscooal Methodism (Nashville: Publishing House of
the M. E. Church, South, 1926), 159-239; see also King, op.
cit., 240-250; and P. S. Sanders, "The Sacraments in Early
American Methodism," Church Historv 26 (Dec. 1957): 361.
*" For a comparison between the Article XXV, "Of the
Sacraments," and XXVII, "Of Baptism" in the original
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Christmas Conference of 1784 as the Twentv-five Articles of
Rel iaion and The Sundav Service of the Methodists in North
America.*" The American Methodists had now become a dis
senting church, like the Presbyterians or the Baptists or
any others.***
Concerning the sacraments during that period, Sanders
says that "the first decade suffices to show what would
prove the main trend."** This can be summarized in
Sander's words:
Thirty-nine Articles of the Church of England with the
Article XVI, "Of the Sacraments," and XVII, "Of Baptism"
in Wesley's Twenty-five Articles of Religion, see Henry
Wheeler, Historv and Exposition of the Twentv-five Articles
of Religion of the Methodist Episcopal Church (New York:
Eaton & Mains? Cincinnati: Jennings & Graham, 1908), 36-39;
see also King, op. cit., 250-55; and Sanders, "The Sacra
ments in Early American Methodism," 361.
*" Wesley, in fact, sent over to the American Methodists
twenty-four Articles of the Thirty-nine. The Encvclooedia of
World Methodism explains how American Methodists adopted
twenty-five and not twenty-four Articles of Religion. It is
because Wesley "did not feel it proper to send an Article
corresponding to Article 38 of the Praver Book which affirmed
'the King's supremacy' and dealt also with 'the civil majest-
rates.' . . . However, at the organization of the Christmas
Conference, the American Methodists felt that there ought to
be some sort of corresponding Article relating to their
Church and government." (The Encvclooedia of World Method
ism, ed. N. B. Harmon, 2 vols. CNashville: The United Method
ist Publishing House, 19743, 1:146)
*" Related to that, Sanders declares, "From the begin
ning Methodism in America had had a nearer kinship with the
dissenting, radical Protestant groups than with the Church
of England of which it was generally supposed to be a part.
Its subsequent history is one of further assimilation to
sectarian psychology and of adaptation to the physical
conditions of a society always on the move." (Appraisal .
252)
** Sanders, "The Sacraments in Early American Method
ism," 361.
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Severed -from the traditional structure of the
English Church, Methodism put less emphasis upon
the historic church, the sacraments, a body of
systematized theology and the other marks of
classical Christianity, and more emphasis upon
the evangelistic task and technique of "saving
souls. "==
It was not long after its foundation that the Methodist
Episcopal Church developed its own personality. Although it
may have been founded as a liturgical church, very soon it
turned its back on it, and, like Sanders says, it "could no
longer be termed, even technically, a liturgical church."*'
Because American Methodism had a mind of its own, Wesley
was not fully accepted, and his control was resisted. In
such a situation, besides other factors, it is not surprising
that the Wesleyan sacramental heritage of Methodism was not
more generally supported, and very soon this tendency could
be discerned.*"*
The chances in the liturgy. In 1786, a new edition of
the Sunday Service was printed in London in which some changes
from the 1784 edition were made.*" Concerning these changes,
Sanders mentions, "But whether they were made by Wesley, or
by Coke and Asbury, and if the latter, whether with Wesley's
knowledge and consent is an unanswered question."** The
** Sanders, Aooraisal . 412.
*' Ibid., 253.
** Ibid., 370.
*" Ibid., 247.
** Ibid. W. F. Swift suggested three possible answers*
"Either Wesley's view of baptismal regeneration underwent a
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changes chiefly served to rid the liturgy of a few of its
more obviously Anglican aspects.*"
Simultaneously, in 1786, official permission was
granted for the exercise of some latitude in the use of the
offices.*" The next year the Discipline was radically
revised and issued as a separate pamphlet. Finally, in 1792
the sacramental rites, the occasional offices, and the
Articles of Religion were incorporated into the Disciol ine.
The rest of the Sundav Service disappeared. It was not
popular and simply fell into disuse.*"
The revision of the liturgical forms that appeared in the
1792 Discipline strongly reflects the influence of the native
scene and the theological climate of the first generation of
change, or he trimmed his sails to the American wind, or the
edition was revised and even seen through the press by Thomas
Coke without Wesley's knowledge." <W. F. Swift, "The Sunday
Service of the Methodists," Proceedings of the Weslev His
torical Societv 29 CMarch, 19533: 18) Chong N. Cho's con
clusion is that likely Wesley "at least approved the 1786
edition." (Chong Nahm Cho, "A Study in John Wesley's
Doctrine of Baptism in the Light of Current Interpretation"
CPh.D. diss., Emory University, 19663, 143, n. 115)
*" Sanders suggests that "the change was evidently made
to disallow any implication of baptismal regeneration.
(Appraisal . 274)
*" Ibid., 290. This latitude was not to last very
long. By 1824, the Discipline required that in the adminis
tration of the sacrament of baptism and the Lord's Supper
the ritual invariably be used. (E. S. Bucke, gen. ed.. The
Historv of American Methodism. 3 vols. CNew york: Abingdon
Press, 19643, 3:629) This rule, however, was not obeyed by
everybody, Freeborn Sarrettson reports that in 1826 some
ministers were still baptizing and administrating the Lord's
Supper extemporaneously. (Ibid., 1:315; see also Norwood,
op. cit., 327)
*" Sanders, Appraisal . 248 f.
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American Methodists.'" Both the office of infant and of
adult baptism indicate an emphasis upon greater flexibility,
allowing extemporaneous exhortations at the beginning and
the enjoining of extemporaneous prayers at the end.'*
The theological significance in the office of baptism
of infants was that an understanding of baptismal regener�
ation was still present in the initial exhortation, but it
might be substituted at the discretion of the minister.'*
The omission of elements referring to adoption and inclusion
into the church reflects a moving away from the Anglican
view of the meaning and efficacy of baptism."
Likewise, the omissions in the office of baptism of
adults "excluded . . . any definite statement as to the
emanation and purpose of baptism.""* Sanders argues that
with these changes, the meaning of infant baptism was "even
more ambiguous," and "the way was opened up for interpreting
adult baptism in terms of believer's baptism."'" These
changes unquestionably represent the temper of the church in
its earliest period.
'" For the list of the major changes in the 1792 office
for infant baptism, see King, op. cit.. Table 6, 268; and
Sanders, Appraisal . 391 f.
'* Sanders, Aoprai sal . 393, 397-
'* Ibid., 391.
" King, op. cit., 267.
'"* Sanders, Appraisal . 397.
'" Ibid., 393, 397.
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After 1792, no changes of any importance were made in
the rituals or in the Articles of Religion for this period
until 1864. Sanders' affirmation that "the first decade
suffices to show what would be the main trend" proves to be
appropriate for this period with regards to baptism.'*
The Theological Unfoldings 1840-1899
The 1840' s marked a new age in the history of American
Methodism, with a new emphasis on theological concerns.
Until then, comparatively little had been done in the way of
systematic theological study, and therefore, there was no
articulated theology of baptism. This section will present
the factors leading to this new emphasis, and the theologi
cal concerns relating to baptism that were generated by this
new interest.
Factors leading to this new phase. At least two differ
ent events led American Methodism into this new phase. First,
a growing influence of theological works of English Methodists
stimulated a theological interest in America. Richard Watson's
Theological Institutes'" was particularly significant because
it was the first comprehensive theological treatise on system
atic theology. Robert E. Chiles declares that Watson's views
became "the standard theological source in American Methodism
'* Sanders, "The Sacraments in Early American Method
ism," 361.
'" Richard Watson, Theological Institutes; Or a View of
the Evidences. Doctrines. Morals, and Institutions of Chris
tianity. 28th ed., 2 vols. (New York; Phillips & Hunt, 1860).
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for at least three decades following the early 1840's."'"
Closely associated with this growing interest in
theology was the establishment of the first Methodist theo
logical seminary in America.'" From this new stage, more
deliberate attempts to define itself characterized Methodism
during this period, and its doctrine was to become more
systemat i z ed .
The theological concerns. The doctrine of baptism was
part of these efforts to develop a more articulated theology
in American Methodism. For example, American Methodists tried
more intensively to resolve the question of the spiritual
nature of infants. This issue, according to Felton, agitated
the Methodist Episcopal Church during this whole period.
Robert E. Chiles, Theological Transition in American
Methodism: 1790-1735 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1965), 47.
Felton explains that Watson's Theological Institutes was
widely known by American Methodists from its first publica
tion (1823-29). It became also part of the required course
of study throughout the century. (Felton, op. cit., 113)
'" Albert C. Knudson, "Methodism," Vergilius Perm, ed.,
An Encvclooedia of Religion (New York: The Philosophical
Library, 1945), 488? see also Leland H. Scott, "Methodist
Theology in America in the Nineteenth Century," Religion in
Life 25 (Winter, 1955-56): 89.
Scott comments that at that time "arose a concern
within American Methodism for more systematic presentations
of evangelical truth�presentations which would be appropri
ate to the demands of intellectual contemporaneity while
still oriented in terms of a Scriptural-evangelical heritage."
(Scott, op. cit., 89) Chiles says that the theological
development during that period "hoped to clarify and sustain
the Wesleyan-Arminian heritage." (Chiles, op. cit., 49)
** Felton, op. cit., 119. Felton mentions the whole
nineteenth century, but it seems to the present author that
the real debate started in the 1840' s. (Ibid., 163)
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There was an increasingly optimistic view of human nature
which tended to tone down the traditional emphasis on origi
nal depravity."** As will be shown later, this debate was to
influence the theological understanding of baptism. Felton
comments that "gradually the common parlance was moving
toward speaking of children 'maintaining' or 'continuing' in
the gracious state into which they had been born.'"*'
Another concern during this period was the attempt to
clarify the relation of a baptized child to the church.
This important point was spelled out for the first time in
the 1856 Disciol ine of the Methodist Episcopal Church
(North) in a new section called "Of Baptized Children." In
1864, regarding this new disciplinary provision, a "Form for
Receiving Persons into the Church after Probation" was
inserted into the baptismal office for infants. In 1866,
the southern branch provided a similar form."*"* This
turned out to be a significant step in the development of a
doctrine of baptism, "defining the status, nurture, and care
of baptized children, and their relation to the church.""*"
Carroll W. King comments that, following these changes, "a
very definite covenantal tone was established in the ritual
*= See Chiles, op. cit., 49-61, 129-136, 165-174; and
Felton, op. cit., 159-180, 214-227.
�*' Felton, op. cit., 220.
"*"* King, op. cit., 273; see also Sanders, Aooraisal .
419; and Felton, op. cit., 182-88.
�*" King, op. cit., 276.
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for the first time," and that they may also signify "a step
farther away from the baptismal regeneration emphasis.""**
The concept of baptism as dedication also became an
increasingly popular view of infant baptism and took a more
prominent part in the theology of baptism in the latter
decades.-*" In 1878, the Zion's Herald affirmed that the
"deep meaning" in infant baptism was "the solemn obligation"
of the parents to recognize before God and assume their
spiritual responsibility for the baptized children.'*"
This had already been accentuated in the changes of the
offices of the two Methodist bodies in the 1860's, but were
now interpreted in a new light. More and more the popular
belief of the Methodist parents was that when they present
their children for baptism they are dedicating them to the
Lord.
This period of the American Methodist history was also
characterized by an increased interest in the baptismal
modes. During the last decades, Felton comments, "Methodist
periodical literature in all parts of the country featured
an incessant flow of articles on the subject of modes. No
original lines of arguments emerged, but the old points were
rehashed and elaborated at great length.""*" The awakening
** Ibid., 280.
*" Felton, op. cit., 199, 213.
Zion's Herald (Nov. 21, 1878), quoted from Felton,
op. cit. , 213 f -
*" Felton, op. cit., 204.
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of this old issue was generated by "Baptist claims of an
authentic historical succession of immersionists who consti
tuted the true church.""" Some Methodists attempted to
eliminate immersion as an option, but the 1880 General
Conference declined to accept the proposal and kept immer
sion as the last choice in the Discipline."*
In this period of theological development, the doctrine
of baptism was not neglected. C. W. Miller commented in
1861 that "the subject of Christian baptism has received
more attention during the last half century than any other
subject of Christian Theology.""* But after the mid
1860''s until the twentieth century, no significant alter�
ations were made in the baptismal rituals of either branch
of the Methodist Episcopal Church until the twentieth
century. Only long discussions and debates on issues
associated with baptism continued to take place, but without
bringing any resolution or consensus.
The Modernist Periods
1900 to the Present
The twentieth century in American Methodism marks clear
theological and philosophical transitions from the two
previous centuries. This section will describe these tran
sitions and how they affected the rituals of baptism.
"" Ibid., 203.
"* Ibid., 207.
o* C. W. Miller, Methodist Quarterly Review. South
(Apr., 1861), quoted from Felton, op. cit., 195.
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A theological transition toward liberalism. Methodism
had been previously characterized by a traditional evan
gelicalism, but, starting during the last quarter o-f the
nineteenth century, a new era in the American Methodist
history has come. In an article entitled "Methodist Theology
in America in the Nineteenth Century," Leland H. Scott
explains how Methodism appropriated "certain lati tudinarian
tendencies not only in method but in doctrine.""' He goes
on to say!
This susceptibility became quite evident as
Methodism entered the twentieth century. Indeed,
as the attention within Protestantism shifted -from
soteriological concerns so Methodism (from a basi
cally "liberal evangelicalism") gradually moved
toward a more philosophically-oriented "evan
gelical liberalism."""*
In the same vein, An Encvclooedia of Religion claims this
transition was due to the widespread acceptance of biblical
criticism and the abandonment of the doctrine of biblical
infallibility."" Here the transition is called a change
from "fundamentalism" to "modernism.""**
Chiles affirms that "Methodism was dominated by liberal
ism in the first third of the twentieth century,""" which
produced the basic theological transitions "from revelation
"' Scott, op. cit., 96.
"-* Ibid.; see also Chiles, op. cit., 65, 71 f.
"" An Encvclooedia of Religion, op. cit., 488.
"* Ibid.
"" Chiles, op. cit., 71.
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to reason, from sinful man to moral man, and from free grace
to free will.""" He explains that this was due the impact
of new cultural forces and an extensive reconstruction of
theology according to liberal criteria.""
Laurence H. Stookey goes further, asserting that the
theological transition in the earlier century moved toward "a
rather explicit uni versal i sm, to an almost blatant human
ism. "*" And James C. Logan, supporting Stookey, argues that
this transition provided the theological background for the
"theological/liturgical transitions of the early twentieth
century.
Revisions in the rituals affected bv liberalism. This
philosophical and theological change certainly influenced the
understanding of baptism. For example, in 1910, some very
determinative changes were made in the ritual of infant
baptism in the Methodist Episcopal Church, South.** Differ
ent deletions and additions conveyed the idea that baptism
is not the means of becoming a member of God's kingdom and
"" Ibid., 75.
"" Ibid., 186.
*" Laurence H. Stookey, Baptisms Christ Act in the
Church (Nashville! Abingdon Press, 1982), 131.
** James C. Logan, "Baptism�The Ecumenical Sacrament
and the Wesleyan Tradition," in Weslevan Theoloov Todav! A
Bicentennial Theological Consultation, ed. Theodore Runyon
(Nashville! United Methodist Publishing House, 1985), 324.
** King, op. cit., 283-89. The fact that these changes
were made in the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, is
interesting because this branch of Methodism always tended
to be more conservative than the Northern branch.
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Christ's church, but that the child was already a member by
birth.*' In all these changes a definite emphasis on salva
tion based on the gracious participation of children to the
kingdom of God emerges.
The first Disciol ine of the Methodist Church, resulting
from the union of 1939,*"* expresses a definite tendency
toward an implied uni versal i sm. *" In the ritual for the
baptism of infants, the phrase referring to the universality
of sin is changed to affirm that "all men are heirs of life
eternal Cemphasis mine]."** Borgen remarks that the new
ritual implicitly advocated "a doctrine of man as 'being
*' King, op. cit., 287. Among these modifications
were: (1) The scriptural passage was changed from John 3:5
to Mark 10: 14. (2) The language and the mood concerning the
universality of sin was significantly modified. The state
ment, "All men are conceived and born in sin," was replaced
by the softened expression that "all men, though fallen in
Adam, are born into this world in Christ the Redeemer, heirs
of life eternal and subjects of the saving grace of the Holy
Spirit." (The Doctrines and Discipline of the Methodist
Episcopal Church. South C1910], 357)
*"* The union of 1939 brought together three major
branches of American Methodism: the Methodist Episcopal
Church, the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, and the
Methodist Protestant Church. See Norwood, op. cit., 406-10.
*" For example, the revised ritual for infant baptism
begins with these words: "Dearly Beloved, forasmuch as all
men are heirs of life eternal and subjects of the saving
grace of the Holy Spirit; and that our Saviour Christ saith.
Suffer the little children to come unto Me, and forbid them
not, for of such is the kingdom of God." (Doctrines and
Discipline of the Methodist Church. C 1 939 ] , 54 1 )
** Ibid. This denial of original sin has its repre
sentative in Robert 8. Goodloe who wrote The Sacrament in
Methodism (Nashville: The Methodist Publishing House, 1953),
117.
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inherently good'."*" Although it is not said that "all
men" will receive their inheritance, universalism seems to
be implied in that new ritual of the Methodist Church.*�
The same tendency is also shown in the next revision in
the ritual of infant baptism in the Methodist Church that
took place in I960.*" Borgen is very critical concerning
the revision, but his remark is pertinents
No longer is the Atonement of Christ the basis,
but rather a general idea of "the redeeming love
of 6od, revealed in Jesus Christ." The tacit
assumption is that the fact of God's redeeming
love, also implies that all persons, presumably,
are actually redeemed.""
Further changes in the rituals due to a new theological
motivation. Then, a very significant change in the ritual
of baptism in the Methodist Church is found in the Book of
Worship, approved by the General Conference of 1964."*
*" Borgen, "Baptism, Confirmation, and Church Member�
ship in the Methodist Church Before the union of 1968" (Part
II), Methodist Historv 27 (Apr. 1989)! 165.
*� On the meaning of the ritual of the 1939 Discipline.
Borgen also comments! "Baptizing is dedication. The parents
and the minister are the only active agents in the rite, God
is not allowed to do anything. . . .
". . . The actual presentation of the child by the parents,
and their consecrating him in baptism, together with the
parents' vows, stand as central and essential parts of the
rite. As far as the child is concerned, whatever is mentioned
above Caboutl his spiritual state, is either said to be
already present, or to be fulfilled in the future. There is
no mention of admission into the church or into the covenant
as being effectuated in baptism, and the question of regener
ation or the new birth is not even touched upon." (Ibid.)
*" Ibid., 166-67.
"" Ibid., 166.
"* Ibid., 166-67*
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Borgen says that this entirely new ritual was an attempt "to
reclaim for baptism in the Methodist Church a real sacrament
status.""* In consequence, the idea of dedication by the
parents is omitted."' The ritual also clearly indicated
in the first exhortation that the parents or guardians
presenting a child for baptism should be Christians and
members of the church.""*
King remarks that the ritual contains some ambiguity,
having no indication of what grace is communicated in the
sacrament."� Likewise, Borgen observes that
in spite of a richer and fuller concept of baptism,
the latest CritualD . . . leaves out several
important aspects. Regeneration and justification
are out of the picture. The child is initiated
into the family of God, but nothing is said about
a covenant with God, or being made a member with
Christ. . . . nowhere in this ritual is there any
thing about the Holy Spirit being given in baptism
. . . Neither does the baptized become a prepara
tory member through baptism, because "dedicated"
children have the same privilege."*
"* Borgen, "Baptism, Confirmation, and Church Member
ship" <Part II), 168.
"' The Book of Worship of 1964 also clearly defines
the difference between a sacrament and dedication: "In dedi
cating we make a gift of life to God for him to accept; in a
Sacrament God offers the gift of his unfailing love for us
to accept." (Proposed Revisions of the Book of Worship
CNashville: The Methodist Publishing House, 19603, 19;
quoted from Borgen, Ibid., 167)
"-* The Methodist Hvmnal (Nashville: The Methodist
Publishing House, 1964), 828.
"� King, op. cit., 292 f.
"* Borgen, "Baptism, Confirmation, and Church Member
ship" (Part II), 170.
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Obviously Borgen 's observations show that the Methodist
Church had restored the -form of the sacrament but not its
efficacy.
The most recent revisions� in 1984�of both the ritual
for infants and for adults, however, clearly affirms a
sacramental belief. In fact, both rituals declare that
through the sacrament of baptism one is "initiated into
Christ's holy church . . . and given new birth.""" The
prayer also asks for the washing away of sin and the gift of
the Spirit."" These new rituals reflect the involvement
of the United Methodist Church in the liturgical renewal and
the ecumenical movement, with an attempt to bridge the
traditional branches of Christianity.
Based on these changes in the rituals of baptism,
clearly the Methodist Church made a double transition in its
baptismal theology during the twentieth century- One was
influenced by liberalism and the other by ecumenism. Today
the sacramental ist understanding of baptism has definitively
been reintroduced in the United Methodist Church.
With this historical background on American Methodism,
it is now possible to define more precisely its general
doctrine of the sacrament of baptism.
"" The United Methodist Hvmnal: Book of United Method
ist Worshio (Nashville: United Methodist Publishing House,
1989), 33, 39.
"� Ibid., 36, 42.
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The Methodist Doctrine of Baptism
in North America
The fact that American Methodism adopted at its begin
ning the Sundav Service and a revision of the Articles of
Religion implies that these documents represented the offi
cial position of the Church regarding baptism. However, as
the previous section clearly pointed out, this position did
not represent the mind of American Methodism, which gradually
developed its own views. Though it is difficult to say what
baptism really meant because of ambiguity and diversity, this
section will attempt to define the general Methodist under�
standing and practice of baptism in North America.""
The Meaning of Baptism
This section will examine how American Methodists
generally defined baptism in light of the following topics!
means of grace, sign and seal of the covenant of grace,
benefits of baptism, washing away of sin, baptismal regener�
ation, and baptism as a dedication to God.
A means of grace. Because American Methodism inherited
from Wesley a sacramental tradition rooted in the reformed
Catholicism of the Anglican Church, it always viewed baptism
as a means of grace. The meaning of this grace, however,
"" L. H. Scott's observation is relevant at this point!
". . . it must be acknowledged that much of the energy of
American Methodism has been devoted, not to theological
refinement, but to the practical problem of evangelism,
expansion, ecclesiastical discipline, and social reform.
. . . Methodism's unique concern was with the realities of
evangelical experience, rather than with the problems of
theological reflection. (Scott, op. cit., 88 f . )
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has become less and less defined.
For example, following the changes made in 1792 in the
office for infant baptism, only a few connotations of bap
tismal regeneration were left."" Sanders comments on these
changes: "if the meaning of the sacrament had been ambiguous
before, it was even more so now.""*
For adult baptism, the changes made in 1792 meant that
the rite was excluded from any explicit statement as to the
meaning and purpose of baptism."* Nevertheless, early
American Methodists still expected that, in baptism, "a
spiritual transaction will occur involving an access of
saving grace.""'
American Methodists, however, have always condemned any
teaching which makes baptism either essential to or a guar
antee for salvation. For example, throughout the nineteenth
century, Methodists strongly opposed the Camphel 1 i tes, who
were teaching that baptism by immersion was God's ordained
means of salvation.""* Nineteenth-century American Methodists
"" Sanders, Aooraisal. 393.
"* Ibid.
"* Ibid., 394-97.
"' Ibid., 409.
"* Alexander Camphel 1 (also known as Cambel 1 , 1788-
1866) was the founder of the Disciples of Christ. He came
in America from Ireland in 1809. His study of baptism led
him to believe in immersion as the only valid mode. In the
1820' s he began a series of debates with the Presbyterians,
Methodists, and Roman Catholics. The influence of his
teaching spread throughout the country during the nineteenth
century. (E. S. Moyer, Who Was Ulho in Church Historv CNew
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were sometimes accused of "semi -Quakerism" because they
denigrated the significance of baptism.�**
Although, officially, the efficacy of baptism in Ameri
can Methodism has always been understood as a spiritual
transaction, this understanding has been open to various
interpretations; in practice it has often tended to diminish
in meaning. John Lawson in The Encvclooedia of World Method
ism comments:
Since the time of Wesley there has in general been
in Methodism a decline of theological conviction
that in Baptism God performs an act for and in the
child. It is not that this conception has been
officially denied, for many responsible statements
could be cited affirming it in general terms.
However, fear of "ceremonial religion," and suspi
cion of any phrase which could be read as implying
"baptismal regeneration" has shifted the practical
emphasis of the authorized baptismal office in the
other direction.�*
Only with the revisions since 1964 the Methodist Church
has started to reaffirm a sacramental efficacy to baptism.
Today the United Methodist Church officially professes that
baptism is a means used by God to communicate his saving
grace.
A sign and seal of the covenant of grace. As mentioned
earlier, ambiguity in the real theological content to the
sacrament of baptism characterized Methodism in America
until Watson's Theological Institutes was published. One of
Canaan, Connecticut: Keats Publishing, Inc., 19743, 72 f.)
�� Felton, op. cit., 145.
�* John Lawson, "Holy Baptism in Developing Methodism,"
The Encvclooedia of World Methodism. 1:218.
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his major contributions was to show that baptism is the sign
and seal o-f the covenant of grace."" Watson declared that
"baptism, as a sign of the new covenant, corresponds to cir
cumcision.""" "As a seal also, or confirming sign," Watson
explained, "baptism answers to circumcision.""" Then he
concluded in affirming that "baptism is the sign and seal of
the covenant of grace under its perfected dispensation."""
Watson understood baptism as a federal act, indicative
of covenant relationship rather than subjective experience.
He saw the Methodist view of baptism as lying between the
Roman Catholic view whose defect is "superstitious excess"
and the Socinian view which sees baptism only an emblem and
a memorial."* For Watson, baptism is not ex ooere ooerato.
but it is more than simply a symbolical ceremony. It is a
seal as well as a sign, and it affords a pledge on the part
of God that "the sign and the thing signified are connected
together.""* The emphasis that baptism is the sign and
seal of the covenant of grace became predominant in the
American Methodist understanding of the sacrament of baptism
during the nineteenth century.
"" Watson, op. cit., 2:614-28.
"" Ibid., 626.
"" Ibid., 627; cf. Col. 2:11 f.
"" Ibid., 628.
"* Ibid., 609-10.
"* Ibid., 611.
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In addition, Felton remarks that, by the end o-f the
nineteenth century, "virtually all commentators concurred
with an essential distinction between the inward experience
and the outward rite.""' The American Methodist defini
tion of the inward grace also strongly differed from Wesley.
Borgen says it was "no longer defined as 'new birth' or
'regeneration' or the gift of the Holy Spirit."**"* Baptism,
however, was by no means just an empty sign. The emphasis
simply lay somewhere else, namely, on the covenantal rela
tionship.""
This understanding of baptism as a sign and seal of the
covenant of grace was deleted in the revision of 1910 and
was not reintroduced in 1964. Borgen could observe that in
the 1964 ritual of baptism for infants "the child is initi
ated into the family of God, but nothing is said about a
covenant with God.""* In the revisions of 1984, the cove
nantal theme has been reintroduced,"" but nothing is said
about the understanding that baptism is a sign and a seal
of this covenant.
"�' Felton, op. cit., 203.
"�* Borgen, "Baptism, Confirmation, and Church
Membership in the Methodist Church Before the union of 1968"
(Part I) Methodist Historv 27 (Jan. 1989): 107.
"" Ibid., 106.
"* Ibid., (Part II), 170.
That the theme of the covenant was reaffirmed is
evinced in the fact the United Methodist Hvmnal now calls
the rituals "Baptismal Covenant." (Op. cit., 33, 39, 45)
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The benefits o-f baptism. In the eighteenth century,
Sanders says that the benefits of baptism could still be
understood as follows: to the adult, as an entrance into the
church and an initiation into the full Christian life;""
for the child, as an introduction into the church and the
covenant of grace, and by some as affecting the new
birth.""
For the nineteenth century, Watson's view probably
reflects best what American Methodists believed was bestowed
in baptism. Concerning the grace bestowed in baptism to
adult, Watson wrote.
Baptism introduces the adult believer into the
covenant of grace, and the Church of Christ; and
is the seal, the pledge, to him on the part of
God, of the fulfillment of all the provisions, in
time and in eternity; while, on his part, he takes
upon himself the obligations of steadfast faith
and obedience.*""
And for the infant he said.
To the infant child, it is a visible reception
into the same covenant and Church, �a pledge of
acceptance through Christ,�the bestowment of a
title to all the grace of the covenant as circum
stances may require, and as the mind of the child
may be capable, or made capable, of receiving it;
. . . It conveys also the present "blessing" of
Christ . . . which blessing cannot be merely nomi
nal, but must be substantial and efficacious. It
secures, too, the gift of the Holy Spirit ... by
which the actual regeneration of those children
"" Sanders, Appraisal . 286. In this reference, Sanders
was not systematically enumerating the benefits of baptism.
Therefore, it may be said that the adult was also introduced
into the covenant of grace.
"" Ibid.
loo Watson, op. cit., 2:646.
142
who die in infancy is effected; and which are a
seed of life in those who are spared, to prepare
them for instruction in the word of God, as they
are taught it by parental care, to incline their
will and affections to good, and to begin and
maintain in them the war against inward and out
ward evil, so that they may be Divinely assisted,
as reason strengthens, to make their calling and
election sure.*"*
These benefits, obviously, differ slightly from
Wesley's understanding. Watson definitely emphasized the
forensic aspect of baptism. Baptism was affirmed both for
infants and adults as the means by which they are received
into the covenant.
Yet this view has some affinity with American
Methodists' of the nineteenth century. Felton remarks that
"among nineteenth century Methodists, infant baptism was
almost universally understood as a token of the divine
covenant and described as a sign of covenant relationship
and blessings."*"* She also explains that this was the
only conception viable due to the fact that at the end of
the eighteenth century, Methodism, and especially American
Methodism, had spurged the ritual "of all traces of idea
that the rite effectuated some objective change in spiritual
status."*"' Although Watson understood baptism as more
*"� Ibid.
*"* Felton, op. cit., 159, 213. King also points out
that the revision in 1864 of the office for infant baptism
in the Methodist Episcopal Church emphasized "a very defi
nite covenantal tone was established in the ritual for the
first time. (King, op. cit., 280, cf. 276-80)
103 Felton, op. cit., 159.
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than a token of the divine covenant, a similarity exists
nonetheless.
Baptism was also the means by which people are received
into the church of Christ. Borgen mentions that the Method
ist Episcopal Church in 1852 clearly maintained that the
sacrament of baptism was "the regular door of entrance into
the church."*""* This admission, however, was only in the
visible church. In 1792, Wesley's declaration of the bap
tismal office in the Sundav Service "that this Child is
grafted into the body of Christ's Church" had been omitted,
also the final prayer "receive this Infant for thine own
Child by adoption, to incorporate him into thy holy
Church."*"" Since 1792, therefore, the clear implication
that baptism was the means of incorporation into the mystical
Body of Christ was gone. Baptism was rather a means to be
received into the visible family of God.
Furthermore, baptism was recognized as a seal and pledge
on the part of God of the fulfillment of all its provisions.
There was no implication, however, like Wesley made, that the
Holy Spirit was personally given in baptism. As mentioned
earlier, the focus was on a forensic rather than an actual
spiritual change in a person's character through the new
*"�* Borgen, "Baptism, Confirmation, and Church
Membership" (Part I), 106.
�"" Harmon, op. cit. 184 f. Likewise, in the ritual
of adult baptism, the declaration "that these Persons are
grafted into the body of Christ's Church" was also omitted.
(Ibid., 226 f.)
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birth and the gift of the Holy Spirit given in baptism.
Because of the covenantal aspect, it involved the two
parties: the person receives in baptism the pledge that God
will fulfill his part, and the person must be faithful and
obedient.
Concerning infant baptism, Watson affirmed that the
gift of the Holy Spirit was secured to those baptized who
die in infancy. He seemed also to imply, as King expressed,
"that the spiritual influences resultant from the Holy
Spirit at work in the lives of Christian parents are the
seed of life Coriginal emphasis] in those children who are
spared to prepare them for Christian nurture and personal
acceptance of Christ."*"* Although Watson denied baptismal
regeneration, he believed that baptism bestows "all the
grace of the covenant ... as the mind of the child may be
capable, or made capable, of receiving it."*"" Here Watson
was very close to believing in baptismal regeneration.*""
At this point he differed from most nineteenth-century Ameri
can Methodists.
In short, it can be said that American Methodists, until
the end of the nineteenth century, came to believe that
baptism is the initiatory sacrament through which one enters
into the new covenant relationship with God, is admitted
*"* King, op. cit., 261.
*"" Watson, op. cit., 2:646.
*"" See Borgen, "Baptism, Confirmation, and Church
Membership" (Part I), 104 f.
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into the visible Church, is a pledge of the fulfillment
of God's provision as long as one "takes upon himself the
obligations of steadfast faith and obedience."*""
In the twentieth century, none of these benefits were
carried on in the rituals and through baptism one simply and
vaguely becomes a member of God's family- Only in the 1984
revision were they fully reintroduced along with two other
benefits�the washing away of sin and baptismal regeneration�
which will be discussed in the following sections.
Baptism and the washing awav of sin. Concerning the
benefits of baptism as understood in the nineteenth century,
and contrary to Wesley, nothing was said that implies that in
baptism one receives the washing away of the guilt of origi
nal sin. In early American Methodism the belief in original
sin was clear. Asbury definitely repudiated "infant purity."
He believed that such doctrine was "directly opposed to
Watts, Wesley, Fletcher and all gospel divines."**" And
from the offices of the Methodist Episcopal Church until
1792�which were still reflecting the Wesleyan heritage�it
may be assumed "that Baptism was thought to wash away the
guilt of original sin, and in the case of adults, if they
are penitent, actual transgression also."***
*"" Watson, op. cit., 2:646.
**" Francis Asbury, The Journal and Letters. 3 vols.,
eds. E. T. Clark, et al . (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1958),
2:459S quoted from Felton, op. cit., 120.
�** Sanders, Appraisal . 285.
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However, Felton observes that the question of the
spiritual and moral nature of infants agitated the American
Methodism throughout the nineteenth century, which directly
affected the American Methodist understanding of
baptism.*** First, she explains:
The dominant position expressed by Methodist
theologians in the first half of the nineteenth
century was that infants were born with a cor
ruption of nature�a propensity to sin�but not
with any imputed guilt, since that had been can
celled by Christ's atonement. . . . Only actual,
personal sin committed after accountability
brought guilt.**'
She also says, for example, that the central issue in the
Camphel 1 ite-Methodist debates "was that of the relationship
between baptism and the remission of sins."**** Method
ists refused the belief that water baptism washes away one's
sins and that it is the only means of receiving God's for
giveness.
The pick of the extensive and complex discussion related
to the spiritual condition of children took place between
1846 and 1866.**" There was a tension among American Method
ists between an increasingly optimistic view of human nature
and the classical and Wesleyan understanding of original
sin. In the classical and Wesleyan tradition, baptism had
been understood as the means by which the guilt of original
**= Felton., op. cit., 119.
�i3 Ibid., 120.
Ibid., 98.
lis Ibid., 163.
147
sin was removed. Increasingly through the century, however,
infant baptism became grounded "on the heritage of grace
rather than that of depravity."*** Infants were seen as
born justified in that they were freed by the grace of the
atonement from guilt of original sin? they were seen as
redeemed and innocent. The spiritual condition of infants
was the basis for infant baptism.
The danger with this view was that there was little
ground or need for conversion. The response to this objec
tion was that there was no need for children to experience
any period of sin under the wrath of God.**" With this
understanding, American Methodism developed a greater con
cern for Christian nurture.**" In the twentieth century,
with the view that a child "comes into the world endowed
with capacities for happy and fruitful living,"***" con
version is not even mentioned and the emphasis is uniquely
on Christian nurture.**"
Baptism in American Methodism, therefore, has never
*** Ibid., 165; see also Scott, op. cit., 90-93.
**" In The Historv of American Methodism, it is said
that "there was a long period of heated controversy before
this idea fully prevailed and it was thought that a child,
in a Christian home and church environment, might so natu
rally become a Christian as to be unable to say just when
conversion occurred. Nevertheless, most Methodists were
sure that the child needed a definite commitment . . .
whether gradual or sudden." (Op. cit., 3i 155)
lie Felton, op. cit., 173-80, 214-21.
Goodloe, op. cit., 118.
izo Ibid., 118-121.
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emphasised the washing away of sin. Either it was under
stood, as Watson said, as "the symbol" of this washing away
of sin,*** or "a promise" of the remission of sins.*=*
The 1984 rituals of the United Methodist Church reaffirmed
the association between baptism and justification.**'
The question of baptismal regeneration. In American
Methodism there has always been the assumption that baptismal
regeneration involves the unscriptural hope of salvation by
priestly magic, which is the negation of true spiritual
religion. With this prejudice in mind, many American Method
ists rejected Wesley's doctrine of baptismal regeneration.
Only before 1792, according to Sanders, some may have
believed in that doctrine.**** The proof that after 1792
American Methodism rejected this view is that it sought to
purge the ritual of phrases and terms that were thought to
teach this doctrine.
Felton explains that, in early nineteenth century, the
issue in the controversy between the Methodists and the Church
of England� in America, the Protestant Episcopal Church�was
the meaning of baptismal regeneration. She says that the
Methodists then accepted the explication given by Devereaux
Jarrett that baptism was referred to as regeneration "because
*** Watson, op. cit., 2:626.
*** Ibid., 2:615.
**' The United Methodist Hvmnal. op. cit., 36, 42.
**�* Sanders, Appraisal . 286.
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It is natural to call the sign by the name of the thing
signified."**� Felton shows that the doctrine of regener
ation in the early nineteenth century was unmistakably
distinguished from that of baptismal regeneration.***
Ole Borgen says that after the division in the Methodist
Episcopal Church between the North and the South, "the idea of
regeneration Cin baptism] had, by and large, disappeared."**"
This is confirmed by the Catechism of the Methodist Episcopal
Church, first approved in 1852, where the doctrine of baptis
mal regeneration is not mentioned at all. Borgen comments.
Here all traces of any doctrine of baptismal
regeneration has completely disappeared. The
"inward grace" of baptism is no longer defined as
"new birth" or "regeneration" or the gift of the
Holy Spirit. . . . Wesley would hold that through
the means of baptism the infant has become a "new
creature in Christ." All this has disappeared
from the teachings of the Methodist Episcopal
Church by the time this Catechism was published.
Thus, as early as some sixty years after the death
of Wesley, the Methodist Episcopal Church had
adopted a doctrine of baptism quite different from
that of Wesley and the Sundav Service.**�
Felton explains that during that period American Method
ists "evinced concern about Wesley's views on baptismal
�sso Devereaux Jarrett, An Argument Between Anabaptist
and Paedo-Baotist on the Subject of Mode of Baptism. 1803;
quoted from Felton, op. cit., 121.
*** Felton, op. cit., 121 f.
*=" Borgen, "Baptism, Confirmation, and Church Member�
ship" (Part I), 106.
issB Ibid., 106 f. As seen earlier, it was only later
in the nineteenth century and early decades of the present
century that all remnants of baptismal regeneration were
officially eliminated of the Methodist doctrine of baptism.
(Ibid., CPart 113, 171; and Felton, op. cit., 201 f.)
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regeneration" and his "Treatise on Baptism," which was still
published under the auspices o-f the General Con-ference, but
had become a source of embarrassment.**" Most writers of the
mid-nineteenth century in both northern and southern branches
of the Methodist Episcopal Church argued that Wesley had
changed his views later in life after the publication of the
treatise.
Only recently the United Methodist Church has reintro
duced the meaning that new birth is bestowed in baptism.
But it is not clear whether United Methodists at the grass
roots level really believe in it.
Baptism as dedication. Parallel to the deliberate
purgation of any doctrine of baptismal regeneration, and
particularly during the second half of the nineteenth
century and early twentieth century, there emerged a new
understanding of baptism. Infant baptism was more and more
perceived as a dedication to God.
Again, Felton is quite insightful on this question.
First, she explains its general development. "Along with
these efforts of theological definition and defense," she
says, "an understanding of infant baptism was beginning to
develop which would grow stronger during the nineteenth
century and finally become regnant in the twentieth�baptism
Felton, op. cit., 143.
i-^o Ibid.
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as the act of dedicating one's child to God."*'* This
idea of dedicating one's child to God definitively became
a rationale for infant baptism.*'*
Infant baptism had only occasionally been interpreted
as dedication throughout the nineteenth century, but this
understanding of baptism became particularly prominent in
the latter decades. This is illustrated by James Buckley
when he expressed his understanding of infant baptism at the
very end of the century: "Infant baptism is of immense
importance, in our view, as indicating the relation of
children to the atonement of Christ, and as a solemn act of
consecration on the part of the parents to whom God has
given these children."*"
This statement summarizes this new understanding of
baptism that occurred in the nineteenth century, which
became the primary view in the present century until 1964
when the doctrine of baptism was reformulated with a more
*'* Ibid., 122. Felton explains that Thomas Ware was
one of the first Methodists to use this terminology in the
eighteenth century. She also says that the first official
use of this phrase was the 1840 Disciol ine of the Methodist
Episcopal Church which directed the Methodist pastors to
"diligently instruct and exhort all parents to dedicate
their children to the Lord in baptism as early as con
venient." (Ibid., 122 f.; see also Robert Emory, History
of the Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal Church, revised
by W. P. Strickland, 5th ed. CNew York: Carlton & Porter,
18573, 150; and Borgen, "Baptism, Confirmation, and Church
Membership" CPart 113, 164 f.)
132 See Sanders, Aoprai sal . 421.
*" James Buckley, New York Christian Advocate. Dec.
16, 1897S quoted from Felton, op. cit., 214.
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sacramental perspective.*'"* Today, baptism understood as
dedication is not the official view of the United Methodist
Church, and the word dedication does not appear. Nonethe
less, it is not clear whether pastors and parents really
rejected this view.
The Practice of Baptism
Concerning the practice of baptism in American Methodism,
special attention must be given not only to the questions of
proper subjects and proper mode, but also to the problem of
rebaptism.
The subjects of baptism. Following Wesley, American
Methodists administered baptism both to infants and to
adults. Concerning infant baptism, Felton declares that
"American Methodists from the beginning unequivocally
asserted that infants and minor children were proper sub
jects of baptism."*'" But The Historv of American Meth
odism remarks that this practice "proved the most problem
atic of its sacramental practices."*'* The major factor
*'"* Borgen, "Baptism, Confirmation, and Church Member
ship" (Part II), 168.
*'" Felton, op. cit., 81, 156. Nonetheless Felton
mentions that during the early nineteenth century some
Methodist parents were neglecting to have their children
baptized. (Ibid., Ill, 128, 156) The same problem was
still in existence during the second half of the century.
Felton reports that in 1875, in the Nashville Christian
Advocate, "there was a disagreement over how much the
paucity of infant baptism was simply the result of neglect
and how much it evinced that many Methodists remained
thorough antipaedobaptists. " (Ibid., 212)
*'* The Historv of American Methodism, op. cit., 1:316.
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that may have contributed to the defense of this practice is
that they wanted to be faithful to their Anglican and Wes
leyan heritages, particularly because of the strong contro
versies with their Baptist competitors.*'" Most of the
arguments for infant baptism, however, were simply a reaf
firmation and an expansion of what had already been enunci
ated in the eighteenth century.
Methodism in America in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries was characterised by two main lines of arguments
to support the right of infants to baptism* (1) their place
within the covenant community; and (2) the benefits of the
atonement which make them fit for the sacrament. Although
these two arguments complemented each other, they became a
controversial issue in the nineteenth century as to whether
infants of non-Christian parents could be baptised.*'**
Felton explains that it was a conflict with New England
Calvinists that forced Methodists to address the specific
problem of which children were to be baptised.*'" The
Methodist optimistic view of the spiritual nature of infants
that was developing in the early 1800' s became a point of
*'" Ibid., 1:81, 110.
*'" Felton, op. cit., 83 f. This distinction did not
seem an issue in the eighteenth century probably because of
the evangelistic spirit of the early Methodists. Abel
Stevens reported that parents were even converted to Christ
while their child was baptised. (Abel Stevens, Historv of
the Methodist Episcopal Church in the States of America.
4 vols. CNew York: Carlton and Porter, 1865-673, 2:309-10)
�'" Ibid., 113-20.
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controversy in New England where Calvinism was strong.
Wesley and Methodism had rejected Calvinism because o-f its
doctrine of election, but they had adapted its theory of the
covenant. They believed, with Calvin, that infants could be
baptized based upon their right as the offspring of believers
to be part of the covenant community. The logical implication
was that the right of the sacrament should be only to the chil
dren of Christian parents. This inference, however, some
American Methodists could not accept because they also believed
that baptism was a sign of God's universal grace made available
through the atonement. A debate within Methodism ensued which
lasted throughout the nineteenth century.
In its 1856 General Conference, the Methodist Episcopal
Church attempted to resolve the debate in putting more empha
sis on the responsibilities of the parents. In answer to the
question, "Are all young children entitled to baptism?" the
Discipl ine stated:
We hold that all children, by virtue of the uncon
ditional benefits of the atonement, are members of
the kingdom of God; and, therefore, graciously
entitled to baptism; but as infant baptism contem
plates a course of religious instruction and
discipline, it is expected of all parents or
i^o This debate centered around the question of the
spiritual nature of infants. Felton declares, "The question
of the spiritual or moral nature of infants agitated the
Methodist Episcopal Church throughout the nineteenth
century, especially as it related to the theological justi
fication of infant baptism. (Ibid., 119) Later she says
that "there was substantial agreement among Methodist
spokes-persons by the mid 1800's that infants were born in a
state of grace made possible by the benefits of Christ's
atonement and that this gracious provision was the basis for
the practice of infant baptism." (Ibid., 166)
155
guardians who present their children -for baptism,
that they use all diligence in bringing them up in
conformity to the word of God, and they should be
solemnly admonished of this obligation, and
earnestly exhorted to faithfulness therein.*"**
But, because Christian nurture was essential, some Methodist
pastors would deny baptism to the children of irreligious
parents. *"**
Though it seems clear that the Methodist Episcopal Church
had taken a definite stand on the matter declaring that all
young children were entitled to baptism, the problem was not
resolved.*-*' Felton concludes that from 1867 to 1900 "the
question of eligibility for infant baptism revealed the
ultimate ambiguity of the Methodist understanding of the
practice."*"*"* This problem was partially resolved in the
twentieth century in affirming that infants are already
members of Christ's Church by birth. This view, however,
does not give any justification for infant baptism because,
baptised or not, all children have the same status.*"*"
Today, since 1964, the United Methodist Church affirms
that only children whose parents or sponsors are "members of
*"** Doctrines and Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal
Church. 18565 quoted from Emory, op. cit., 161.
i^s! Felton, op. cit., 169 f.
*-*' For further details, see Felton, op. cit., 214-2275
and King, op. cit., 273-75.
*-*-* Felton, op. cit., 226.
�"*" Borgen, "Baptism, Confirmation, and Church Member�
ship" (Part II), 165, 170.
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Christ's holy Church" are proper subjects -for baptism.*-**
But it is not clear if people in the Methodist Church unani
mously support infant baptism. For example, Felton mentions
in the introduction of her doctoral dissertation that
parents in the United Methodist Church "ponder the quandary
of whether to have their little one 'christened' or to
abdicate the decision to the child when the age of dis
cretion arrives."*"*"
Concerning adult baptism, early American Methodism,
like Wesley, offered baptism to adults based on their
profession of faith. They administrated baptism both to
the "true penitents," as well as to the converted
believers.*-*" Sanders observes, however, that "seen against
the background of the revival istic activity of early Method
ism, it may ... be assumed that few adults would have been
admitted to Baptism unless the preacherCs] were confident
that they had experienced spiritual re-birth. " ***" He also
argues that the revisions of the office for adult baptism
in 1792 opened the way for viewing that rite as believer's
baptism. *""
*-** The Methodist Hvmnal. op. cit., 828? The United
Methodist Hvmnal. op. cit., 32.
*-*" Felton. op. cit., 3,
*�*" Felton, op. cit., 130.
*-*" Sanders, Aoorai sal . 286.
loo Sanders, "The Sacraments in Early American Method
ism," 364. Related to this assertion Sanders adds! "In a
largely unchurched society and in a church whose primary aim
157
UtTfortunately, Sanders does not support his assertion
by any factual or historical evidence. His view can be
contradicted by the fact that other denominations criticized
the Methodist practice of baptizing and admitting into member
ship penitents who could not yet claim to be Christians.*�*
Furthermore, in the 1880' s, a basic theological textbook on
the course of study of both branches of the Methodist Episco
pal Church, ft Compendium of Christian Theoloov. by William B.
Pope, declared that "all who profess faith in the doctrine of
Christ, who are seeking salvation, . . . may be accepted to
baptism."*�* This seems at least to support the fact that
the practice of baptizing the true penitents as well as the
converted believers was still existing in late nineteenth
century.
Today, with the sacramental i st belief that has been
reintroduced in the ritual for the baptism of adults, it
is implicit that a person does not have to claim to be a
regenerated Christian to be eligible to the sacrament.*�'
was the conversion of adults, increased attention to adult
baptism and a consequent deflection toward the Anabaptist
position would not be unexpected. Indeed for a two year
period C 1784-86] it was allowed that one baptized in infancy
might be baptized again upon conversion." (Ibid.) See also
Sanders, Appraisal . 285 f., 288, 397.
*�* Felton, op. cit., 130.
*�* William B. Pope, A Compendium of Christian Theol
oov. 3 vols. (New York: Phillips and Hunt, and Cincinnati:
Waldon and Stowe, 1880), 3:321.
*�' In fact, based on the questions asked to the candi
dates and the prayer enunciated in the ritual, it is clear
that one can confess Christ as Savior, receive forgiveness,
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Rebaptism. Early American Methodists had an ambivalent
view regarding rebaptism. The preachers at the 1779
Fluvanna Conference had rejected the practice of rebaptism,
but the Christmas Conference in 1784 was more flexible and
allowed it for conscience's sake.*""* This provision was,
however, omitted from the Disciplines after 1786, and from
1790 to 1797, rebaptism was labelled in the Disciplines as
"utterly wrong."*"" American Methodism in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries normally held the traditional view
that baptism is done once for all.*"*
Although this was the official position, the question
of rebaptism continued to surface. Rebaptism continued to
be practiced to a limited degree throughout the nineteenth
century, and the debate went on. The problem was often
regeneration, and the gift of the Holy Spirit, in the act of
baptism. (The United Methodist Hvmnal. op. cit., 34, 36)
*"�* Felton, op. cit., 84 f. See also Emory, op. cit.,
45; and Sanders, Appraisal � 289. The 1784 Discipl ine reads
as follow: Q.� "What shall be done with those who are
baptized in their infancy but have now scruples concerning
the validity of infant baptism?" A. � "Remove their scruples
by argument, if you can; if not, the office may be performed
by immersion or sprinkling, as the person desires." (Quoted
from Felton, op. cit., 85) Sanders explains this temporary
concession as being due to an increased attention by the
American Methodists to adult baptism and, consequently, a
"defection toward the Anabaptist position." (Sanders, "The
Sacraments in Early American Methodism," 364) King adds to
this explanation that it also probably means "the willingness
on the part of some to compromise over the issue of infant
baptism. (King, op. cit., 272) But it can also simply be
due to a pastoral concern on the part of the early American
Methodists.
ISO Felton, op. cit., 85.
�"* Ibid., 108 f.; see also Harmon, op. cit., 164.
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correlated with disputes either over mode, the validity of
infant baptism, or the validity of the initial adminis
tration of the rite. Following Wesley's view, American
Methodists insisted that baptism was to be performed only by
ordained ministers, but, with the great number of unordained
preachers, lay administration occurred occasionally.
Because of that, and because the baptisms administered by
the Camphel li tes, the Mormons, and sometimes the Roman
Catholics, were considered illegitimate, rebaptism was
sometimes requested.*"" But in general, Felton concludes
that "most writers expressed strong opposition to rebaptism,
chiefly on the grounds that it denied the validity of infant
baptism. "*""
*"" Felton, op. cit., 152 f. Felton explains that the
general view for baptism performed by lay preachers was that
the persons who agreed to be baptized, or the parents of the
infants, had to endorse the act, and there ought to be no
rebaptism. (Ibid., 153) For those who had been baptized in
deviant sects, there was no problem with rebaptizing them
because it was not a repetition of the sacrament. But for
the Roman Catholics, there was greater reservation. (Ibid.,
209)
*"" Ibid., 155. With an increasing agitation against
rebaptism, the Methodist Episcopal Church (North) decided at
the General Conference of 1868 to add a footnote in the
Disciol ine which said that "rebaptism, whether of those
baptized in their infancy or in adult age, is utterly incon
sistent with the nature and design of baptism as set forth
in the New Testament." (The M.E. Discipline C 18723, 39)
Many criticized the note and after several attempts that had
failed, the 1896 General Conference removed it. This was
interpreted as a recognition of the right to ministers to
exercise discretion in each case. The Methodist Episcopal
Church South also experienced debates on rebaptism. The
general tendency was to allow greater flexibility although
the stream of opinion was against the practice when it had
been validly received. (Felton, op. cit., 208-12)
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Nonetheless;, rebaptism is still a major concern in the
United Methodist Church today. 0-f-ficially the United
Methodist Church says that "baptism is not administered to
any person more than once."*"" But Felton reports that
there is a significant number of United Methodists who show
"strong support for the practice of rebaptism."**" Probably
to make a compromise on the question of rebaptism, the
United Methodist Church has a ritual of reaffirmation of the
baptismal covenant that can even be ministered with water.***
The mode of baptism. The American Methodists always
have made use of the three traditional ways concerning the
mode of baptism. At the Fluvanna conference in 1779, they
adopted a rule which allowed baptism by either sprinkling or
plunging.*** In Wesley's Sundav Service of the Methodists
in North America, dipping was proposed for the baptism of
infants with the alternative of sprinkling. For the baptism
of those of riper years, dipping or pouring is specified,
but sprinkling is not mentioned,**' At the formation of
the Methodist Episcopal Church in 1784, the "choice either
of immersion or sprinkling" was provided for both adults
and infants. Then in 1786, the option of pouring was
**** The United Methodist Hvmnal. op. cit., 32.
**" Felton, op. cit., 2.
*** The United Methodist Hvmnal. op. cit., 32, 36.
*** Felton, op. cit., 79.
**' The Sundav Service (1984), 29 f.
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added.**-* Until 1791, American Methodists undoubtedly
considered the mode indifferent.
In 1792, however, although the three modes were still
allowed, a preference for sprinkling and pouring seems
indicated both in the Disciol ine and in the offices. For
example, in the Disciol ine the order of the optional modes
was changed from "dip, sprinkle, or pour" to "sprinkle,
pour, or immerse."**" Likewise, in the offices, before
the phrase allowing immersion for infants was now added
respectively the words, "if desired"; and for adults the
words, "or if he desire it, shall immerse him in water" were
placed last and within parentheses.*** These two changes
suggest that sprinkling and pouring were preferred and that
immersion was only reluctantly tolerated.
In 1796, the Bishops Coke and Asbury, at the request of
the General Conference, wrote explanatory notes to explain
the meaning and the Scriptural bases of different provisions
of the Discipline. **" On the section on baptism, the
bishops argued that the three modes were acceptable but that
sprinkling was more in accordance with the New Testament and
**-* Emory, op. cit., 45, 203.
**" Doctrines and Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal
Church (Philadelphia: Perry Hall, 1792), 234; quoted from
Felton, op. cit., 80.
*** Sanders, Appraisal . 392, 395.
**" The Bishops' Notes were appended to the 1796
Discipline and were included into the Discipline in 1798.
See Sanders, Appraisal . 399; Emory, op. cit., 281; and
Felton, op. cit., 80 f.
162
with the practice of the primitive church. Therefore,
very early in the American Methodist history, sprinkling
became the normative and preferred mode of baptism.**"
Disputes with the exclusive immersionists were frequent
throughout the nineteenth century.*"" Often in their dis
putes with the Baptists, the Camphel 1 i tes, and the Landmarks,
the Methodists argued that immersion was not prescribed in
Scripture and that pouring or sprinkling were more likely
to have been the modes used in the New Testament. *"* Many
arguments focused on matters of practicality.*"* The major
reason American Methodists fought this issue was not so much
immersion in itself, but the claim that only immersion was
true baptism.
The United Methodist Disciol ine today still affirms the
validity of all three modes, and a greater tolerance exists
concerning the modes. In practice, however, a preference
**" Doctrines and Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal
Church (Philadelphia: Perry Hall, 1798), 118 f.5 from
Felton, op. cit., 81.
**" Felton gives a good description of the early
practices of baptism in American Methodism as regards to the
use of the different modes and how baptism by immersion was
only reluctantly tolerated. (cf. Felton, op. cit., 103-106)
But she says that immersion was more practiced by Methodists
where competition with immersionists was keen. (Ibid., 146)
Later in the century "many were anti-immersionist and
characterised by an acerbic tone," and often sprinkling and
pouring were not "perceived as distinct but as essentially
one mode." (Ibid., 204 f.)
*"" Ibid., 145, 203 f-
�^* Ibid., 99, 101, 150.
Ibid. , 106 f -
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�for sprinkling or pouring is still implicit. In -fact, in
both rituals -for in-fant and adult baptism, there is a note
suggesting to pour the water into the font at that time of
the ceremony.*"' It is hard to imagine that this note may
be applied for baptism by immersion. Furthermore, Alan k.
Waltz says in his Dictionarv for United Methodists: "In
recent years, baptism by sprinkling (the minister dips his
or her hand in water and then places it on the person being
baptized) has been the most common method."*""*
Summarv
The intent of this chapter was to study the evolution
of theology and practice of baptism in American Methodism.
Through the historical survey it was shown that American
Methodism went through, first, a time of crisis concerning
the administration of the sacraments because of the lack of
ordained ministers and the poor relationship with the Church
of England. Then, when American Methodism officially became
a church, there was a deliberate determination to rid the
liturgy of a few of its more obvious sacramental i st views.
The 1840' s marked a new phase in the development of
American Methodism with a growing interest for a theological
understanding of the sacrament of baptism. New ideas
emerged and greater stress was put on the covenantal aspect
The United Methodist Hvmnal. op. cit., 36, 41.
*""* Alan k. Waltz, Dictionarv for United Methodists
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1991), 35 f.
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of baptism. Gradually, baptism came also to be seen as a
dedication of one's child to God. But, since the revisions
of the rituals of 1964 and 1984, the sacramental status of
baptism has been restored.
From the historical background it was then possible to
explain more in detail the doctrinal views of baptism in
American Methodism. Although it has always been believed
that in baptism special graces are bestowed, since the
beginning of American Methodism and until very recently,
there had been a gradual departure from the Wesleyan teaching
that baptism is a means that God uses to communicate his
saving grace. Only recently, along with the liturgical
renewal and the ecumenical movement, the efficacy of the
sacrament of baptism has been reaffirmed.
In most of the history of American Methodism, the bene
fits of baptism were seen as essentially the reception into
the covenant of grace and into the visible church, and also
as a pledge of the fulfillment of God's promises as long as
one responds through faith and obedience. Any idea of
justification, or the giving of the Holy Spirit and the new
birth in baptism were rejected. At best the sacrament was
the symbol of these realities. This understanding of baptism
opened the door to a new belief that baptism was simply a
dedication of one's child to God. Though this view has been
eliminated in the Book of Worship of 1964, it is not clear if
the mind of the people in the Methodist Church has actually
changed.
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Concerning the subjects of baptism, American Methodism
has always unequivocally asserted the right of infants to be
baptized. There were long debates, however, as to whether
their right was related to their participation within the
covenant community, or whether they were fit because of the
benefits of the atonement of Christ. This ambiguity sub
sisted in the last century, but the growing tendency has
been that infants are already members of Christ's Church by
birth. This view has led to a greater concern for Christian
nurture. For the baptism of adults, the only ambiguity that
ever existed was whether true penitents were fit subjects of
the sacrament. In general it seems that, although the
baptism of those who are already born again has been more
common, the other option has never been repudiated.
Finally, such issues as rebaptism and the appropriate
mode of baptism have been part of the American Methodist
concern. Although rebaptism has always been practiced, the
traditional and official view of the church is that baptism
is done once for all and should not be repeated. Concerning
the mode, the three traditional ways�sprinkling, pouring,
and immersion�have always been allowed, though sprinkling
and pouring have been preferred.
From this study, and considering its Wesleyan roots, it
seems just to affirm that American Methodism has failed to
preserve its legacy. Instead, it adapted itself to the new
social and cultural demands for the first part of its history.
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and then it accepted the more modern philosophies which
strongly affected the theological understanding of baptism.
In general, it may be said that American Methodism has
always been typically non-sacramental ist. Only during the
last decades this tendency has been reversed.
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CHAPTER 5
Analysis of the Free Methodist
Understandings of Baptism
In the previous chapters the baptismal views of Free
Methodism, John Mesley, and American Methodism were suc
cessively examined. The purpose of the present chapter is
to analyze the theology and the practice of baptism of the
Free Methodist Church in the light of its own roots repre
sented in Mesley and American Methodism. This analysis will
reveal where the Free Methodist Church has been faithful to
its Anglo-Cathol ic heritage and where it has been modified
by theological influences from outside Methodism. It will
be shown that Free Methodism has very little in common with
Mesley with regard to the theology and practice of baptism.
Most of its views are the product of theological views
developed by American Methodism during the nineteenth century.
But these views have then been altered by a growing influence
of modern evangelicalism, which is largely Anabaptist in its
ecclesiology.
An Analvsis of the Baptismal Theology
of the Free Methodist Church
The Free Methodist understandings of baptism have defini
tively very little in common with John Mesley's teachings. A
comparative study shows that covenant theology is almost the
only element they have in common. Many more affinities can
be discerned in comparing the Free Methodist views of baptism
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with the ones of American Methodism. At this point, the
inquiry will be to determine the similarities and diver�
gences between the two. This first section of the chapter
will specifically reexamine the theological meanings of
baptism in Free Methodism and this in the light both of
Wesley and American Methodism.
Baptism as a Means of Grace
What John Wesley, American Methodism, and Free Method
ism all have in common is their understanding that baptism
is a means of grace. This likeness, however, ends when one
looks at the type of grace that is communicated in baptism.
In fact. Free Methodism, like American Methodism, did not
adopt the Anglo-Cathol ic sacramental understanding of baptism.
Because no saving or regenerative grace is believed to be
communicated in baptism, the sacrament has become a means of a
very subjective type of grace relying more on the faith of the
one who is baptized than on the gracious divine initiative.
Wesley was a member of the Church of England and, though
on practical issues there was a great divergence between the
Methodist societies and the Church of England, in doctrine
there was no difference. For Wesley, there was a saving and
regenerative grace that could be communicated through baptism.
Baptism was seen as the ordinary channel ordained by Christ
by which the saving grace of God was mediated through the
agency of the Holy Spirit.*
� Wesley, Works, 10:192 f.
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Wesley retained an essentially High Church view of
baptism, but in the light of his evangelical experience, he
tried to keep in perspective both the objective side�the
divine initiative�and the subjective side of the same
reality�the human response to the divine grace.* He inte
grated the latter without rejecting the former.
But, as was previously shown, from the beginning,
Methodism in America became identified as a sectarian reviv
al istic movement and a church of dissenters rather than a
connection of the Church of England. According to Sanders,
the evangelistic situation in America produced "increased
attention to adult baptism."' And after the revision of
the office for adult baptism in 1792, the way was open for
viewing that rite in terms of "believer's baptism."-*
This tendency was still more accentuated in the Free
Methodist Church when in 1911 the ritual for adults was
modified to affirm explicitly that baptism only witnesses to
the inner change which has already taken place in a person
rather than the cause of it." In the Free Methodist posi
tion, adult baptism has no essential efficacy at all. It is
* James C. Logan, "Baptism�The Ecumenical Sacrament
and the Wesleyan Tradition," in Weslevan Theoloov Todav. ed.
T. Runyon (Nashville: The United Publishing House, 1985),
326.
' Sanders, "The Sacraments in Early American Method
ism," 364.
-* Ibid.
" Coffee, "Our Ritual on Baptism," 3.
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an outward and subjective act of expressing a faith already
grasped and is contingent upon a previous experience of
conversion. In Free Methodism baptism has come to be offi
cially limited to adults who are full believers. The grace
communicated by the use of the sacrament is, therefore,
restricted "to quicken, strengthen, and confirm" the faith
of one who is already a new creature in Christ.*
This understanding of baptism as a means of grace seems
inconsistent with the Free Methodist practice of infant
baptism in which faith can neither be a prerequisite nor be
quickened, strengthened, and confirmed. This is probably
why, as will be shown later in this section, infant baptism
has been rationalized in terms of a dedication service.
The Denial of Baptismal
Regeneration
Concerning the efficacy of baptism, again Free
Methodism is in agreement with American Methodism but only
partially in unity with Wesley. It is clear that Free
Methodism has adopted the Wesleyan view that baptism is not
essential and does not guarantee salvation. The difference,
however, is that while Wesley allowed greater freedom for
God to act in the sacrament, Free Methodism and American
Methodism have taken rather seriously Wesley's comment:
"Lean no more on the staff of that broken reed, that you
* The F.M. Discipline (1989), 14.
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were born again in baptism."" C. M. King affirms that from
the beginning, "Methodism on both sides of the Atlantic, and
particularly the American branch, rejected any efficacious
view of . . . baptism," as taught by Wesley."
Likewise, the positive teaching of Wesley on the effi
cacy of baptism was qualified by Free Methodists as "strange
inconsistency ... in whom . . . high-church influence had
tinged with a suggestion of sacerdotalism his otherwise
strongly evangelical convictions."" Wesley's beliefs that
baptism is "the ordinary means of entering into heaven," that
the saving grace of God is mediated in baptism through the
Holy Spirit, and that new birth may be received,*" were
rejected by most early Free Methodists. This non-efficacious
view of baptism has characterized Free Methodism since its
beginning.
It is obvious that with the low view concerning the
efficacy of the sacrament of baptism in the Free Methodist
Church, the theological stand of the Free Methodist Church
concerning baptismal regeneration has unwittingly always been
at odds with John Wesley. Along with the most common view in
American Methodism, baptism in Free Methodism was not to be
understood as synonymous with spiritual regeneration or the
Wesley, Sermons, is 296.
" King, op. cit., 293.
" Marston, From Aoe to Aoe. 292.
�" Wesley, Works. lOs 192.
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agent o-f it. From the beginning Free Methodists have never
held the belief in this doctrine both for infants, or adults.
There has always been real apprehension that baptism may be
understood in such a way as to lessen the role of conversion
in the salvation process. The Free Methodist Church was
even quicker to purge its rituals of any phrases that sug
gested baptismal regeneration than did the two branches of
the Methodist Episcopal Church.
In Free Methodism, conversion is the beginning of real
Christian life.** Baptism in infancy and Christian nurture
may be valuable preparations, but nobody can properly be
called a Christian until he or she has repented, accepted
God's gift of salvation, and has personally encountered God
in Jesus Christ. This understanding of Christian life is in
direct opposition with the Anglo-Cathol ic view of salvation.
In some regards, this understanding may have some similarity
with the evangelical side of Wesley, but he himself never
divorced the evangelical and the sacramental dimensions of
Christianity.
This radical denial of baptismal regeneration was
common in American Methodism during the eighteenth and
** To illustrate the importance of conversion in Free
Methodism, the writer found an article entitled "What
Methodists Believe and Teach" published in 1951 and in which
the author reported that "The vital experience, commonly
called conversion, has always been a central fact with
Methodism, as it was in the first age of the church. . . .
That experience there must be in the life of everyone who
has come to know God." <F. A. Daw, "What Methodists Believe
and Teach," The Free Methodist 84 CNov. 13, 195131 4)
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nineteenth centuries. But today, the sacramental view has
been reintroduced in the rituals of the United Methodist
Church, and a great emphasis is put on Christian nurture.
This recent renewal of sacramental ism in Methodist baptismal
theology has not affected the Free Methodist views of the
sacrament. In fact, during the twentieth century, the Free
Methodist Church has always been closer to its sister
churches, the Wesleyan Church and the Church of the
Nazarene, for example, than the United Methodist Church and
its antecedents. **
Baptism as a Sign of the
Covenant of Brace
6. C. Felton's observation is right when she says that
once baptism has been purged of all traces of the idea that
the rite effectuated some objective change like baptismal
regeneration, only one alternative is left, that is to see
baptism as a sign of the divine covenant.*' Preeminence was
given to this view both in American Methodism, especially
during the nineteenth century, and in Free Methodism until
the second half of this century. Although this view was
articulated by Wesley, it was a departure from his global
*= Many similarities exist between these three sister
churches concerning their theology and practice of baptism*
(1) none of them has a sacramental view of baptism; (2)
their respective Article of Religion on baptism is almost
word for word identical; (3) all three offer the alternative
rituals of infant baptism or infant dedication; and (4) for
the adults, baptism is to be administered to Christian
believers only.
*' Felton, op. cit., 159.
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understanding of baptism. During the last few decades, Free
Methodism also deviated in some degree from the classical
American Methodist view in defining baptism specifically in
terms of a sign of the covenant of grace rather than the
seal and pledge of it.
Wesley believed that, as circumcision was the sign of
the divine covenant in the Old Testament, baptism is the
sign of the new covenant. But Wesley's doctrine of baptism
was not limited to entering the covenant of grace.*"* He
also believed that baptism was an outward sign of an inward
grace. For Wesley, baptism was a sacrament having an
outward sign that mediated an inward grace. He never made a
sharp distinction between the sign and the thing signified.
Therefore, he avoided making baptism only a sign, and regen
eration a free and independent work of God, completely
separated from the sign. Only with regard to adults did
Wesley distinguish between the two; regeneration, the thing
signified, being conditional on man's acceptance of God's
gift of saving grace. In that case, the two "do not con
stantly go together."*" Wesley agreed with the Church of
England and believed that through the outward sign we
receive the inward grace.***
This view was set aside by most Methodist writers after
�"* Borgen, John Weslev on the Sacraments. 139.
*" Wesley, Works. 6:74.
�* Wesley, Sermons, 1:242.
175
Wesley, although the Anglican formula was preserved in the
Article of Religion on baptism. For example, Methodism
during the nineteenth century, under the influence of Watson,
understood baptism more in terms of the sign and the seal of
the new covenant. This was the chief understanding of
baptism in American Methodism during the nineteenth century
and it remained strong in Free Methodism until the 1950' s.
It remains a popular view in Free Methodism, but it is not a
predominant one anymore.
The major reason the Free Methodist Church supported
this view for a longer period than the main stream of Ameri
can Methodism is that it always has been more conservative,
and it resisted the theological movement of liberalism
which, according to J. C. Logan, led to universalism and
humanism early in this century.*" As seen in chapter two,
doctrinal integrity to the Methodist orthodoxy was the major
concern of Free Methodism during the last two decades of
the nineteenth century and the first half of this present
century. This orthodoxy, however was not Wesleyan in nature
but sprang from a more classical American Methodist under
standing developed during the nineteenth century.
With this understanding of baptism, there is an essen
tial distinction between the inward experience and the
outward rite. Baptism was understood as effecting more a
�" Logan, op. cit., 324; cf. Laurence H. Stookey,
Baptism: Christ's Act in the Church (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1982), 131.
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forensic than a spiritual change. The emphasis, instead of
God's giving a new life in baptism, as Wesley taught, focused
on the covenantal relationship. Ole Borgen captures the
essence of this view when he says that this "covenantal
relationship . . . with Christ is here only seen as the
forensically understood contractual relationship."*" None
theless, baptism was not simply an empty sign or a symbol of
this covenant with God; rather, it was a seal and a pledge
of God's faithfulness to accomplish his promises signified
in baptism.
For the first one hundred years of the history of Free
Methodism, like in nineteenth-century American Methodism, the
covenant theology constituted a very strong component of the
Free Methodist understanding of baptism. This emphasis
certainly indicates the desire of the denomination to be
faithful to the Methodist teaching concerning infant baptism.
However, during the last few decades, the Free Methodist
Church has somewhat reviewed its emphasis on the covenant.
In fact, the revisions of 1974 of both the Article of Religion
on baptism and the ritual of infant baptism in the Book of
Disciol ine show a different stress pointing out. First, the
phrase in the Article of Religion that said that baptism
"is also a sign of regeneration or the new birth" was deleted.
Second, the two phrases in the ritual for infants that
*" Borgen, "Baptism, Confirmation, and Church Member
ship" (Part I), 107.
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referred to the covenant theology were also deleted.*" In
the 1974 revision of the ritual for infants, the theme of
the covenant was totally excluded.
Although the theme of the covenant was reintroduced in
the ritual for infants since 1979, the meaning is modified.
Baptism is not defined any more as God putting a seal on
that covenantal relationship. It is limited to being a
"symbol" of the covenant of grace. Since infants are recog
nized as included in the atonement of Jesus Christ they may
receive the symbol signifying that they are participants in
the benefits conferred in the atonement. That infants only
receive the sign in the act of baptism is made clear by the
fact that, according to the rituals, both the infants who
are baptized and the infants who are dedicated are included
in the covenant of grace.
Therefore, baptism in the Free Methodist Church today
is reduced to a pure symbolic act. For adults, it is a sign
of the acceptance of the benefits of the atonements, but it
is only for those who give evidence of having already
received these benefits. For the infants, it is a sign that
they too are included in the atonement until the age of
accountability, but it is not a pledge or a seal of God's
faithfulness to accomplish his promises signified in
baptism. The only pledge made is by the parents who promise
*" These two phrases were: (l> "that he may receive the
sign and the seal of the covenant of grace" in the introduc
tory exhortation; and <2> "the covenant-keeping God" in the
first prayer. (The F.M. Discipline C1974], 227 f.)
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to instruct their child in the Christian -Faith. From this
understanding it is clear that Free Methodism has departed
from Wesley, American Methodism, and its own view prior to
1974.
The Benefits of Baptism
This view that baptism as only a sign of the covenant
of grace shows how Free Methodism also departed from Wesley
and American Methodism regarding the benefits bestowed in
the sacrament of baptism. As it was shown in the previous
chapters, both Wesley and American Methodism, until the end
of the nineteenth century, believed that some meaningful
benefits were bestowed in baptism. With Wesley, for exam
ple, baptism was believed to be the initiatory sacrament
through which is washed away the guilt of original sin, by
which one enters the new covenant relationship with God, is
admitted into the church, is born again, and receives the
gift of the Spirit.***
In Wesley's teaching, baptism washes away the guilt of
original sin. The cancellation of the original guilt by the
atonement of Christ seems to be more a provisional measure
applicable only to those who die in infancy.** But Free
Methodism has adopted the most prominent theological
understanding in American Methodism developed during the
nineteenth century. The cancellation of the guilt inherited
*�=� Wesley, Works. 10:190-92.
** Chiles op. cit., 148.
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from Adam is effected through Christ's atonement to all
infants at the moment of birth.
Because Free Methodism has almost totally denied any
efficacious view of the ordinance of baptism, many of the
benefits taught by Wesley and American Methodism before the
twentieth century were rejected. Although the Free Methodist
Church never adopted the evangelical liberalism of the main
line Methodism, it has come to define the benefit of baptism
has being simply the initiatory rite by which believers and
infants are introduced into the visible church.
Definitively, the current Free Methodist doctrine of
baptism as taught in the Book of Discipline has departed
from Wesley and in some degree from early American Methodism.
The strong emphasis on the doctrine of original sin and the
sacramental view of baptism are gone. Therefore, for infants,
the benefit of baptism has little value because unbaptized
children participate in the same privileges, that is the
benefits of the atonement of Christ which are graciously
bestowed at birth. For adults, the focus of baptism is on the
work of God that has already taken place; it simply witnesses
that they are already members of Christ's church and partakers
of the benefits of the atonement.
Baotism as Dedication
The last aspect of this analysis of the baptismal
theology of the Free Methodist Church compared with
John
Wesley and American Methodism is the understanding
of infant
baptism as a dedication of one's children to
God. This idea
leo
was completely extrinsic and probably totally unknown to
Wesley.** As was shown in Chapter -four this view appeared
in the nineteenth century and became more and more predomi
nant especially during the twentieth century.
In American Methodism this concept was found as early
as 1840 in the Di sciol ine of the Methodist Episcopal Church
which directed the Methodist pastors to "instruct and exhort
all parents to dedicate their children to the Lord in
baptism."*' And in 1910 the ritual of infant baptism was
described as an "act of dedication which you this day per�
form on his behalf."*"* In addition, the pledge on the
part of the parents was introduced in this revision.*'
Although the term dedication does not appear any more in the
United Methodist ritual of infant baptism since 1964, this
understanding is still present among many pastors and parents.
This historical trend away from a sacramental view toward
a view of dedication is also found in Free Methodism. Very
early in its history Free Methodism adopted this view. Along
with the covenant theology this concept was a means to give a
rationale for infant baptism without holding the sacramental
doctrine of baptismal regeneration. Already in 1866, the
** At this point it is worth of mention that Wesley
himself in some occasions spoke of infant baptism in terms
of dedication, but he never put any emphasis on it. See for
example Works, 10! 195, 201.
*' Felton, op. cit., 123.
*-* The M.E. Discipl ine. South, (1910), 362.
=so Ibid.
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revisions in the ritual of baptism for infants made it
primarily an act of dedication on the part of the parents.
This understanding has remained until the present although
there is also a distinct ritual of infant dedication since
1985.=* What can be inferred is that, based on the official
understanding of infant baptism in the Free Methodist Church,
parents have the option of dedicating their children with or
without water.
C. W. King explains why a growing number of Free
Methodist parents have come to prefer infant dedication to
infant baptism.
This is no doubt due to a number of forces that
have been at work. The more prominent ones are:
(1) the infant baptism ritual itself highlights
that which the parents promise to do rather than
which happens to the infant; <2) the language of
the Free Methodist ritual in which "dedicate" and
"consecrate" are employed; (3) the influence of
the Anabaptist movement and the Free Methodist
tradition; parental belief that the child should
have the choice of baptism; <5) the re-examination
of the validity of infant baptism in biblical
and patristic studies during the twentieth
century. *"
This Free Methodist view is very far from John Wesley's
sacramental understanding of baptism, and also from the
current intended meaning in the United Methodist Church. In
practice, however, the two bodies are not extremely distant
on this point although infant dedication is not officially
recognized in the Discipl ine of the United Methodist Church.
=* From 1974 to 1985 there was a combined ritual for
the baptism and dedication of children.
�" King, op. cit., 326.
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In spite of the big gap in the Free Methodist Church
between the opposing viewpoints of infant baptism and infant
dedication, until the church defines more clearly the theo
logical distinction between the two, it can be assumed that
both have a similar meaning. According to the Free Methodist
understanding of baptism, there is no explicit benefit
bestowed in baptism that does not result from a dedication
service. Both ceremonies introduce children into the visible
church and into the covenant of grace, dedicate them to the
Lord, and ask the commitment of the parents to educate them
in the Christian faith.
An Analvsis of the Baptismal Practice
of the Free Methodist Church
Having shown how the baptismal theology of the Free
Methodist Church has very few in common with John Wesley's
teachings but some significant resemblances with the theo
logical developments in American Methodism, the comparative
study may continue to analyze how close the baptismal
practice in Free Methodism has been faithful to its Wesleyan
and Methodist roots.
The Sub iects of Baptism
Of the three traditions considered�John Wesley's
teaching, American Methodism, and Free Methodism�all main
tain that both adults and infants have the right to baptism.
The founders of Free Methodism agreed with Wesley that
infants were proper subjects for baptism. The fact that
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the Article of Religion on baptism in the Free Methodist
Disciplinp declared until 1974, "The baptism of young
children shall be retained in the church" also shows that
the Free Methodist Church held for more than a century the
historical position of Methodism.
The basis for baptizing infants, however, differed
between both American Methodists and Free Methodists com
pared with Wesley. The two major arguments for paedobaptism
in nineteenth and twentieth-century Methodism were the place
of infants in the covenant community and the benefits of the
atonement of Jesus Christ which cover all infants. Wesley,
for his part, justified the baptism of infants mostly because
he believed they were guilty of original sin,*" they were
born again in baptism,*" and because of the continuity of
the covenant of grace.'"
The theological basis for infant baptism, therefore,
marked a transition from an original guilt theology to a
covenant theology with a gracious innocency based on
Christ's atonement. Felton observes that "increasingly
through the [nineteenth] century . . . Methodists were
grounding the practice of infant baptism on the heritage of
*" Wesley, Works, 10:193.
*" Wesley, Sermons, 1:238. In this sermon entitled
"The New Birth," Wesley declared: "It is certain our church
supposes that all who are baptized in their infancy are at
the same time born again; and it is allowed that the whole
nffice for the Baotism of Infants proceeds upon this suppo
sition Cemphasis mine]."
'" Wesley, Works, 10:193 f., 201.
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grace rather than that of depravity-'"*
While Free Methodism has remained at this stage of the
theological transition, the main branch of American Methodism,
which became more liberal at the turning of this century,
moved further away from an original guilt theology and cove
nant theology "to a rather explicit universalism, to an
almost blatant humanism."'*
But a further analysis also reveals that a growing
emphasis on a doctrine of believer's baptism started in early
American Methodism and continued to flourish in Free Method
ism. The fact that infant baptism has been rationalized by
some as an act of dedication, or by others as something to
be done away with altogether, is not simply the product of
external influences. Rather, it has been a continual theo
logical transition toward a doctrine of believer's baptism.
As mentioned earlier, the 1792 revision in the Methodist
Episcopal Church and the 1911 revision in the Free Methodist
Church were the confirming points of this tendency. These
changes, however, were only concessions to the doctrine of
believer's baptism, otherwise they should logically have
abandoned infant baptism.
Paul 8. Sanders believes that there is no ground for
thinking that Wesley put this emphasis on adult baptism."
'* Felton, op. cit., 165.
3z stookey, op. cit., 324.
" Sanders, Appraisal . 475.
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Wesley's primary emphasis and preference seem to have been
on infant baptism. He never asked that the baptism of
adults be a sign of profession of faith and an affirmation
of a previous experience of regeneration. In fact, in many
occasions in his journal, Wesley recorded that people were
born again at the moment of baptism.
Rebaoti sm
The practice of rebaptism in Free Methodism also
reflects this inclination toward believer's baptism. Wesley
did practice rebaptism early in his ministry but it was for
a question of validity, that is, when the first baptism had
not been executed by an episcopally ordained minister.
Except this early practice, there is no evidence that Wesley
ever practiced or permitted rebaptism. The Free Methodist
practice of rebaptism is definitively a departure from John
Wesley's teachings.
Early American Methodists, for their part, proved to
be more flexible than Wesley at least between 1784 and 1786
in accepting officially to rebaptize those who had scruples
concerning the validity of infant baptism or the mode in
which it had been administered. Although later American
Methodists condemned the practice, the phenomenon has con
tinued to occur in limited degree until the present day.
On this question, the founders of Free Methodism, who
felt called to return to early Methodism, intentionally or
not, followed more the steps of early American Methodists
than John Wesley himself, the father of Methodism. Like the
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early American Methodists, early Free Methodists agreed that
�for the sake of conscience a person could be rebaptized.
Although the Free Methodist Church has never made a
provision for rebaptism in the Discipline, the practice has
almost continually been accepted and practiced until today.
Based on the fact that rebaptism is requested mostly by
those who once converted become unsatisfied with their
infant baptism, this practice shows in some degree that a
greater value is given to believer's baptism.
The Mode of Baptism
Like for the subjects of baptism, the three traditions
�John Wesley's teaching, American Methodism, and Free
Methodism�have maintained that baptism may be performed
either by immersion, sprinkling, or pouring. The founders
of Free Methodism were in perfect harmony at this point with
Wesley and American Methodism. Although they recognized the
validity of all the three modes, in practice, their inclina
tion was toward sprinkling or pouring rather than immersion.
At some points in their history, both American Methodism and
Free Methodism even had some extreme aversion to immersion
that was not found in their patriarch John Wesley. Offi
cially, however. Free Methodism in accord with its own
tradition has never required uniformity concerning the mode.
In the second half of this century, however. Free
Methodism has departed from its traditional attitude con
cerning its preference for the mode in the case of adults.
Unlike Wesley and American Methodists, a growing number of
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Free Methodists opt for immersion because they believe it
best symbolizes what baptism means, that is the dying to the
old nature and the resurrection in Jesus Christ. Here again
some Baptist influence may be discerned.
Other factors Involved in the Baptismal views
of the Free Methodist Church
Based on this analysis of the Free Methodist under�
standings of baptism in the light of Wesley and American
Methodism, it is obvious that the Free Methodist Church has
moved away in some degree from its Methodist roots and
particularly from its Wesleyan roots. The Free Methodist
Church has inherited its initial view of baptism from the
Methodist tradition�especially from the nineteenth-century
American Methodism�more than from Wesley himself.
John Wesley's understanding of baptism and the theol
ogical developments in American Methodism, however, are not
sufficient to explain the current views on baptism in Free
Methodism. Other factors like the Free Methodist ecclesi
ology, external influences, and a re-examination of teach
ings on baptism in Scripture, also have contributed to the
development of the current Free Methodist views on baptism.
The Ecclesioloov of the
Free Methodist Church
For example, the ecclesiology of John Wesley differs
greatly from the Free Methodist Church today. Wesley saw
the Methodist movement within the structure of the Anglican
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Church. His theological synthesis had both the High Church
sacramental ism of the Anglican state church and the
believers' church mentality which he came under the influ
ence through his contacts with the Moravians, German
Pietists, and the dissenting churches in England. Wesley's
synthesis precluded his evangelical movement from the
influences of an Anabaptist-type evangelicalism.
The High Church sacramental i sm and the state church
model do not exist anymore in Methodism. The Free Methodist
Church, for example, has always been a non-sacramental church
of believers. Infant baptism is one of the last features
from its Angl o-Cathol i c tradition which is usually associated
with sacramental and nominal state churches. Bishop Donald
Bastian insightfully observed that "the Free Methodist Church
has all the marks of a believers church except one; historic
ally we have practiced infant baptism."-"* In fact, the
present tension within the denomination is not only the
"Baptistif ication" of the Free Methodist Church, but also
the recognition of its "Anabaptist" tendency as a church of
believers. As it was shown earlier in this study, both early
American Methodism and early Free Methodism had more in
common with the evangelical dissenting churches than with
their Anglo-Cathol ic roots.
The Baptist Influence
Nevertheless, looking at the controversy with the
Bastian, "The Baptism Issue in Perspective," 5.
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Baptists, which has characterized most of American Methodist
history, shows that the Free Methodists have gradually
opened the door to this external influence. In fact, the
two foci of that controversy�the proper subjects and the
correct mode of baptism�with the collateral question of
rebaptism, indicate, first, that many Free Methodists prefer
these practices to the ones that were traditionally prac
ticed in Methodism. Second, Free Methodism now officially
tolerates these views. Today all Free Methodists who desire
may freely choose the practices of dedicating their infants,
baptizing believers only, or rebaptizing those who are not
satisfied with their infant baptism or with the mode they
were baptized, which practices are typical to the Baptists.
It must be admitted, therefore, that these practices result
at least indirectly from Baptist influences on Free Method
ism today.
These practices have influenced the Free Methodist
Church because they are predominant in modern evangelical
ism. It may be said that the denomination as a whole,
pastors and lay people, have been most influenced since the
1950's by the popular evangelical press, which is largely
Anabaptist in its thinking.
The Re-examination of Baotism
in Scripture
Another factor involved in the Free Methodist views of
baptism which may be associated in some way with the Ana
baptist argument is the re-examination of the validity of
190
in-fant baptism in the light of Scripture.'" Many Free
Methodists believe that the changes on the doctrine and
practice of baptism in the Free Methodist Church during the
last decades have happened because the Scripture and the New
Testament practices have been taken more seriously. This
"new light" on the biblical understanding of baptism has
permitted finally to overcome human traditions that had been
inherited and uncritically adopted by Free Methodism from
its Anglo-Cathol ic roots. For them, baptism should defini
tively be ministered to believers only. Conversion is the
beginning of real Christian life and baptism is the climax
of conversion.
For all these reasons the Free Methodist Church has
opted for a kind of doctrinal pluralism on the question.
Today, not only Free Methodism has options regarding the
modes like Wesley and American Methodism taught, but it also
has options regarding the subjects. This tolerant attitude
definitively creates a tension within the denomination
between those who support the traditional Methodist views of
baptism�although they differ from Wesley's views�and those
who argue for the baptism of believers only. This tension
is in reality between those who see the church as a
believers' church and those who see it as a covenant church.
This is the major argument in King's thesis.
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CHAPTER 6
Summary, Conclusions, and Suggestions
for Further Study
The purpose of this study was to analyze the Free
Methodist understandings of baptism in the light of John
Wesley's teachings and the American Methodist tradition.
The ambiguity caused by the presence of both Anglo-Catholic
and Anabaptist elements in Free Methodism necessitated the
i nvest i gat i on .
Summarv
First, the writer delineated as thoroughly as possible
the developments and defined the theology and practice of
water baptism in Free Methodism. Very early the two rituals
for infant and adult baptism were modified to convey meanings
that were more representative of the Free Methodist beliefs.
Baptismal regeneration was definitively rejected both for
infants and for adults. Infant baptism has become an act of
dedication rather than a sacramental event; and adult baptism
has been defined as witnessing the inner change of new birth.
These doctrinal convictions opened the way to the drastic
changes that have occurred during the last half of the present
century as a growing number of Free Methodists have opted for
the baptism of believers only and the dedication of infants.
Through these changes, Free Methodism has demonstrated a
tolerant attitude and has accepted some pluralistic views
with regard to the doctrine and practice of water baptism.
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Second, John Wesley's teachings on baptism were
examined in considering both his High Church and evangelical
beliefs. After his experience at Aldersgate in 1738 and
until the end of his life, Wesley kept a sacramental=
evangelical synthesis, that is, the Anglican doctrine that
regeneration takes place in baptism and the evangelical
fervor of a living faith. He understood baptism as a means
of grace and the ordinary way God uses to communicate his
saving grace. He believed that baptismal regeneration is
absolute for infants alone. This is, in fact, one of the
reasons he assumed infants should be baptized. For adults,
the new birth does not always occur simultaneously with
baptism; it is a means God may use to bestow regenerative
grace when one has repented and believes in Jesus Christ as
Savior. For both infants and adults, the general principle
is that baptism is a saving ordinance contingent on a
person's life after baptism.
Third, The evolution of the theology and practice of
baptism in American Methodism has been examined. Already in
the eighteenth century, American Methodists started to rid the
liturgy proposed by Wesley of its sacramental i st views. The
new social and cultural demands motivated these adjustments.
In the nineteenth century, new concepts of baptism emerged and
the covenant theology became the predominant understanding
of baptism. Gradually, modern philosophies affected the
theological understanding of baptism, which came to be seen
simply as a dedication of one's child to God. Only in
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the second half of the twentieth century, along with the
liturgical renewal and the ecumenical movement, the
sacramental status of baptism has been restored and its
efficacy reaffirmed. In general� taking exception of the
new trend during the last few decades�American Methodism
has failed to preserve its Wesleyan legacy and has always
been typically non-sacramental ist .
The chapter analyzing the Free Methodist understandings
of baptism in light of its Wesleyan and Methodist traditions
revealed the following!
1. Free Methodism has very little in common with
Wesley concerning the theology and practice of baptism and
it has definitively departed from him.
2. Most of its Methodist views are the product of
theological developments in American Methodism during the
nineteenth century.
3. Free Methodism is characterized by a theological
syncretism between the Anglo-Catholic and Anabaptist
understandings of baptism.
Conclusions
Although Free Methodism still has some Anglo-Catholic
remnants inherited from John Wesley through the American
Methodist tradition, and though for many years Free
Methodism fought the influence of the Baptists, it is clear
that its tendency from the beginning�and especially during
the second half of this century�has been to move toward an
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Anabaptist understanding of baptism. This is this movement
within the Free Methodist Church that has caused theological
tension. On the one hand are those who see the church as a
believers' church. On the other hand are those who insist to
save their Methodist roots�although greatly modified from
Wesley's teachings and traditional Methodism�and who hold
that the church must be understood as a covenant church.
The Free Methodist Church has totally departed from a
sacramental i st understanding of water baptism. Like
American Methodism until very recently, Free Methodism has,
in matter of baptismal theology, diverged sharply from its
Wesleyan legacy. Baptismal regeneration has always been
rejected.
On these grounds the Free Methodist Church cannot claim
to be committed to the Anglo-Catholic tradition that was
found in John Wesley. This is illustrated by the fact that
very early in its history the Free Methodist Church changed
its rituals of baptism to fit its theology. But in doing so
baptism lost its sacramental meaning. Infant baptism
�for
those who believe in the practice�has become almost simply
a dedication with water, and adult baptism, a witness of
what had already happened. It has become impossible to see
baptism as an effective means of grace in the way Wesley
understood it. This weakening of the meaning of baptism and
the emphasis on the baptism of believers inevitably opened
the way for the practice of infant dedication in the Free
Methodist Church.
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After the writer looked at the developments of the
doctrine and practice of baptism in Free Methodism and
American Methodism back to John Wesley, he could not but see
a general trend. Believer's baptism has strong roots in the
Free Methodist history and there is no hope of seeing the
Free Methodist Church as a sacramental i st and paedobaptist
church again. Both the theological meaning of baptism and
the ecclesiology of the Free Methodist Church unwittingly
work against these views.
For contemporary Free Methodists, on whatever side of
the issue they are, the best they can do is to continue to
be tolerant and accept the current pluralistic stand their
church holds on baptism. Like John Wesley, early American
Methodism, and early Free Methodism, the Free Methodist
Church today should continue to focus on things of primary
importance such as justification by faith, the new birth,
and a life transformed and sanctified by the infilling of
the Holy Spirit. Therefore, the Free Methodist Church
should continue in its avoidance of theological extremes in
favor of the theological and practical middle ground. This
is how our church can stay faithful to Wesley, the Methodist
tradition, and its own Free Methodist heritage.
Suggestions for Further Studv
This analysis of the Free Methodist understandings of
baptism in the Free Methodist Church in light of John
Wesley's teachings and the Methodist tradition has pointed
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up the need for various studies.
First, this study could be extended to include some
related subjects to baptism such as catechism, confirmation
or affirmation of baptismal vows, and church membership.
The author believes that these are very important aspects to
consider to have a comprehensive understanding of the Free
Methodist doctrine of baptism.
Second, in the light of Wesley's teachings on baptism,
the writer feels a need to develop further the correlation
between baptism, new birth, and conversion. The historical
contextual izati on of the doctrine of conversion needs to be
developed and specifically connected with Wesley's views of
baptism.
Finally, a comparative study between the developments
of the doctrine and practice of baptism in Free Methodism
and the other small Methodist bodies in the holiness
tradition needs to be done. For example, it seems that the
Free Methodist Church during the twentieth century has
followed more the views developed by the Church of the
Nazarene and the Wesleyan Church on the issue of baptism
than by John Wesley's teachings or the American Methodist
tradition.
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